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The Invisible Struggle
of Tsang Kin-Wah

Stella Fong

No exhibition has been as difficult
and demanding as working with Tsang
Kin-Wah, who | worked with for the
Venice Biennale in 2015. A
naturally quiet person, he was open
and unreserved during our discussions,
sharing the conflicts and struggles
he encounters as he creates.
| was moved by his honesty, and learned
immensely throughout the process.
| have never met another artist who
considers art his entirety.

| have known Tsang for over a
decade, and have always appreciated
his focused, diligent, and meticulous
working attitude. He began to contem-
plate and question the meaning of
life, having come upon Nietzsche’s
philosophy gone through a rough
patch in 2009. He became reserved,
leading a life not unlike that of a
hermit. He avoided public appearances,
rarely attended exhibition openings,
and only occasionally agreed to inter-
views or allowed himself to be
photographed, appearing only as the
shadow cast in documentation of
his work. He became an invisible artist.

Perhaps because of hardship, his
background, or the influence of
philosophical and religious ideas, Tsang
has always tended to take his views
to polar extremes, leading him into a
state of self-contradiction. This calls
to mind the Chariot Allegory of Plato’s
Phaedrus, which Tsang has referenced
in his work. Plato taught that we
should use reason and intellect in the
pursuit of happiness and well-being,
likening it to a man driving a chariot
with a black and white horse at
the reins, the two horses representing
conflicting sentiments or emotions
(the black horse and the white horse
represent irrational passions and
rational morality, respectively). | often
wonder if Tsang strives to control these
two horses, or allows them to charge
down their own paths. To have a better
understanding of his practice, we
need to delve into his upbringing,
background, experience, personality,
and even his emotional state, all of
which inform and inspire the hidden
context of his work.

Tsang was born in Shantou in 1977,
and moved to Hong Kong in 1982.
At the time, his parent recorded his
date of birth incorrectly, and he
uses that incorrect date to this day.
| am not surprised that Tsang
would take this to his heart, given his
rigorous personality. After arriving
in Hong Kong, he discovered that locals
referred to people from Guangdong as
mainlanders,” reserving the term “Hong
“Kongers” for those born in Hong Kong.
His return to Hong Kong from studying
at university in England coincided
with a new travel policy by which
residents of China were allowed to
travel in Hong Kong independently
after a simple travel permit process.
Mainlanders were suddenly
quite welcome in Hong Kong. This
inspired the work Untitled: Hong Kong
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(2003-2004), which explores

the tensions between mainland China
and Hong Kong since the handover

in 1997. The work reflects on the
uncertainty of identity, and considers
the ways mainlanders and Hong
Kongers perceive each other. Having
grown up in an environment of
muddled identity, Tsang has never
known exactly who he was. Moving to
Hong Kong at the age of five, he

was not a true local Hong Konger,
nor could he call himself an artist from
China. This ambiguous upbringing
must bear some relation to his

later examination of contradictions
and confusions.

Early on, in his graduation piece,
Interior (2003), completed in England,
Tsang already began to examine
discrepancies between surface and
interior. The surface may seem
quite beautiful but, when the viewer
draws closer, it is the opposite. This is
inextricably linked to his experiences
in England. While pursuing a master’s
degree in book arts in London,

Tsang encountered rudeness and
racism. His first impression of England
was of a beautiful country with
gracious and courteous people, but

he gradually came to discover

how they used politeness as a crafty
way of being rude. Tsang found
inspiration in the natural compositions
of William Morris, using distorted

text to create beautiful floral patterns.
Since 2003, he began a series of
image and text installations that examine
issues regarding human nature. Interior,
a collage of profanities, is an early
work in this direction. The artwork fills
the walls of the exhibition space

with beautiful floral patterns, which,
upon closer inspection, are entirely
composed of sarcastic, provocative,
and vulgar words and phrases.

This intentional contrast instantly
transforms a tranquil, elegant space
into an atmosphere of hatred

and bitterness, reflectsing the artist’s
unpleasant experiences and anger

of the time.

The White Porn series (2008)
continued Tsang’s exploration of
the discrepancies between surface
and interior. Though these works
differed from his past combinations
of flower patterns and texts, he
still combined two opposing concepts,
this time purity and filth, into the
same painting. Tsang was raised in
a traditional household and was
educated in a Christian setting.

He observed that the vast majority

of people viewed obscene

materials online regardless of

their supposedly stringent views on
sex, inspiring a series of works
exploring inborn desires, tensions

with social taboos, and the conflicts
between them that arise. In this

series, he painted pornographic

images in white paint against a white
background, depicting scenes of
masturbation, sexual intercourse, and
sadistic abuse in a reserved manner.
The white surface has a feeling of purity
and innocence, yet conceals unabashed
fantasy and lust. Through this pure
white monochrome series, he examines
his skepticism about human desire and

rational restraint, criticizing tendencies
to see sex as filthy and shameful.

Aside from filling the walls with
curses, Tsang deliberately plays
with self-contradiction as he engages
in bold and incisive criticism of the
art market, the art system, gallery
owners, materialism, and the values
of the art. In the White Cube series
(2005), created for a solo exhibition
at a commercial gallery in Hong Kong,
a series of white images are woven
together with crude phrases in Chinese
and English cursing key players in
the art system, including collectors,
buyers, dealers, and even the
gallery owner. One passage reads:
Fucking art made by the fucking people

“and for the fucking people, a joy to

the fucking maker and the fucking user.”
Many of the works presented in the
exhibition were marked at astronomical
prices in a commentary on the
arbitrary pricing system of art. He does
not want to follow the art market
completely, but is also aware of how

it can add value. In the end, his

works were rapidly absorbed by the
market and returned to a state of
consumption. This left him at a loss.
He can only strive to control the
consumption of his work as much as
possible to avoid the dilution of its
critical power.

The year 2009 was a low point in
the artist’s life, a time of awakening and
a major turning point during which
he created many outstanding artworks.
He went from being a Christian to
believing in Nietzsche, who declared
the death of God. This transition
was marked by deep skepticism about
his own faith and existence. He
began a series of seven digital video
and sound installations titled “Seven
Seals” (2009-ongoing), based on
the “Book of Revelation” from the Bible.
To date, he has completed the first
six seals: The First Seal: It Would
Be Better If You Have Never Been
Born... (2009); The Second Seal: Every
Being That Opposes Progress Should
Be Food For You (2009); The Third
Seal: They Are Already Old. They Don’t
Need To Exist Anymore (2009);

The Fourth Seal: HE Is To No Purpose
And HE Wants To Die For The Second
Time (2010); The Fifth Seal: HE Shall
Deliver You Up To Be Afflicted And
Killed As HE WAS (2011); and The
Sixth Seal: HE Is Something That Should
Be Overcome. You Are Something

That Should Be Overcome (2014).
The work is connected to millenarian
prophecies and incorporates

various philosophical ideas, political
events, and religious and personal
insights and struggles, bringing

his thoughts about faith, existentialism,
and metaphysics to a new level.

The texts are based on Biblical
passages linked with other texts and
data to create diverging connotations.
Digital technology is used to

create undulating waves of words that
appear intermittently throughout

the exhibition space, an atmosphere
that is at once oddly serene and
unsettling. Aside from the heavy
religious tone of the series, existing
notions are smashed and replaced

by new ideas in a dialectic cycle. Tsang



has discovered that own
thoughts and words fo is model.
As he was filled with doubt, he col-
lapsed and yearned for a foundation.
That foundation turned out to be
Xun Kuang’s conviction that man is evil
by nature. Coincidentally, this belief
that darkness lies at the root of human
nature subtly echoes the concept of
original sin in Christianity.

Tsang’s work for the Hong Kong
pavilion at the Venice Biennale,
The Infinite Nothing (2015), consists
of four video projections that
continue his explorations of religion
and philosophy. The title is derived
from a passage in Nietzsche’s
The Gay Science: “Are we not
straying as through an infinite nothing?
Do we not feel the breath of empty
space?” The work opens with video
of a ceaselessly flowing river,
emphasizing that all things are in
a state of constant change and
revealing that life seems to be
a constant cycle of self-discovery,

. .. . Interior
generation, and disintegration, 5003
in which the end point is precisely the Silkscreen and acrylic on paper
futile essence of nothingness from Dimensions variable

which it all began. It brings Nietzsche’s
concept of the eternal return to life
before our eyes. Tsang follows this core
idea through a series of metaphors
and allegories of philosophical ideas,
religious icons, and elements of

pop culture. The work also draws

its main inspiration from another
theory of Nietzsche’s, that of

the “Ubermensch” - of man constantly
transcending himself to reach an ideal
state —which, to a certain extent,
reflects the artist’s personal cosmic
view. Tsang believes that, since

man’s inherent nature is evil, we must
strive to overcome our shortcomings
and our evil nature. His works
advocate positive self-improvement
and the embrace of the contemporary
spirit, despite the fact that he is
pessimistic about life.

Art is life, day after day, year in and
year out. Life may be short, but, for
Tsang, it seems to go on for a very long
time. Viewing his work is like listening
in as the artist murmurs to himself about
his ongoing struggles with existence,
his frustration and helplessness with
the absurdity of it all. His compulsively
doubtful personality leads his work
from a calm expression of dissatisfac-
tion to the exploration of discrepancies
and tensions between surface and
interior, from self-criticism to the
dilemma between conflicting artistic
beliefs and worldviews. Through his
works, he carries out constant
self-reflection and, at the same time,
reminds viewers that he still clings
tenaciously to life. For him, things are
largely meaningless. Only the
satisfaction derived from his work can
allow him to forget this harsh reality,
even if only briefly. This draws me back
to that river in The Infinite Nothing.

As Tsang quotes Heraclitus to remind
us: “You cannot step into the same
river twice,” because nothing is eternal.
If life is full of contradiction and
struggle, then when he steps into and
out of the river again, will this still be
the case? (Translated by Jeff Crosby)
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The Sixth Seal: HE Is Something That Should
Be Overcome. You Are Something That Should
Be Overcome

2014

Digital video and sound installation

6 min 36 sec
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