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Untitled - Hong Kong (2004)
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“They emerge then fade. They worm and coil. Your Mortality. His Vanity. Be Dead.”

Tsang Kin-wah is a man of few words, but an artist of many — he has made his career
with word-art projects. For Mobile M+, Tsang has installed the fourth part of his
ongoing Seven Seals series (2009- ), projecting text onto the inside of a pop-up white
box under a Yau Ma Tei flyover.

Tsang’s Seven Seals is taken from the Book of Revelation, the last book in the Bible,
and refers to the seven symbolic seals that secure a scroll in the vision of St John the
Apostle. When a seal is broken, a judgment is passed, and when all seven seals have
been opened, Christ will return. However, the “judgment” is often in the form of an
apocalypse that will test humankind. The first four seals, sometimes referred to as the
Four Horsemen, are riders of “anti-Christ” here to spread war, famine and pestilence.
The fourth seal, and the theme of Tsang’s installation, is the revelation of a rider on a
pale horse with the power over one fourth of the earth to kill ‘with sword, with hunger,
with death, and by the beasts of the earth’ (Revelation 6:8).

In Tsang’s piece, there are no horses, no riders and no swords, but within the white
box, from projectors above, words of death snake up on the walls and slither across
the floor while sultry hisses embrace us in the dark: “The Fear. The Fall. The Fate.

The Hell. The Skull. The Soul. His Hell.” The words start small and move slowly, then
increase in speed and in number; they begin to agitate and shake. Like maggots, they
eat away the blackness to become a mass of light. And then it repeats itself. On a
continuous loop, we live and die, again and again.

How did this quietly spoken artist produce a work of such desolation? Tsang’s Seven
Seals has been percolating slowly over the years. It filters through from his earliest
and best-known text-based works, such as Untitled — Hong Kong (2004), in which the
curving Victoriana designs of William Morris' blue and white wallpaper are formed from
Cantonese slang and English profanities. The words rail against the materialism of

our modern day world that expects instant gratification. Tsang'’s word-art wallpapers
juxtapose beauty with crudeness in a way that becomes more apparent as the viewer
steps closer to read the words. The wallpaper project was developed during his days
at the Camberwell College of Art and Design in London in 2003, and he has continued
on this path ever since. The Seven Seals project is the latest in a series of steps that
sees him pushing words from flat images to moving light.

But his word-art projects are based on a more fundamental idea that, consciously or
not, he has pursued since the very beginning as a BA student in Hong Kong. One
example is his series of tessellated ceramic tiles designed to expand and grow as
needed, and which begs the question of how many pieces did it take to complete the
work? Three? Five? Tsang shrugs. It doesn’t matter. Tsang is interested in labyrinthine
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(Leonardo da Vinci, St John the
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forms that twist and turn into different permutations of thoughts and emotions. For him,
the whole is less than the sum of its parts.

Another early work that links to his Seven Seals is the digital-print project Attempt at a
Revaluation of All Values (2007). Here, Tsang reworked paintings by Leonardo Da
Vinci, changing the expressions and gestures of his figures in ways that subvert their
original intent. This project, which was never fully realised nor satisfactorily completed,
is perhaps the most literal and biographical of his oeuvre. It is the work of a man
reacting against values learnt as a boy. His reworked Da Vinici paintings feature Mary
and the baby Jesus, or Mary and the angel Gabriel, with one of the figures swearing or
pulling a face. These are works of an impetuous child-man, and they are too facile

. . L. . . . Attempt at a Revaluation of
to be true rebellions against Christian values indoctrinated from compulsory Bible All Values (2007)

classes. But Tsang embarked on this project after the first wave of success with his (Leonardo da Vinci, Litta Madorna,

1490)
wallpaper art, and it was an attempt to shake off the restraints that he feared his

“word-scapes” would bring. This project offered a release from what many young (or
even more experienced) artists face: issues of self-worth and anxieties about being
pigeonholed. But Tsang soon discovered that he was not done with his words. He
began experimenting with white on white (of figures that are more like abstractions of
letters in sexual positions), and projecting words in a way that compressed space or
made flat walls active. His words moved beyond the literal and cognitive and towards
becoming an effect.

As the experimental sediments of his word-scapes began to settle, Tsang found he
was able to once again revisit his fettered childhood. His persistent explorations of the
visualisation and pictorialisation of words gave him the means to examine his own
embattled playground of Christian morals and values. When was the last time a
serious artist took religion, even if to deny it, as a theme in Hong Kong? This is what
makes him unusual. He belongs to the generation of young post-Handover artists
that includes Chow Chun-fai, Tozer Pak Sheung-chuen and Luke Ching Chin-wai, all
of whom have helped to put Hong Kong on the international art map. But unlike his
peers, few, if any, of his works ever question what it means to be a Hong Kong artist.
While his peers tend to ask the question “who am 1?”, Tsang, however, is more
interested in the question “what am 1?”. Even so, this is not a real question, but a
starting point. He has no answer nor does he feel any need to give us one. This is
an artist who reads Nietzsche, Hegel and Heidegger — for fun. In today’s global art
world, where clichés of all sorts refuse to die, it would be too easy to mock Tsang'’s
philosophical interests as yet another gimmick — it would also be wrong.

Tsang shares sentiments that one might expect from early 20th modernists who turned
to existentialism in order to find meaning during difficult times. For Nietzsche, art was a
way of making life bearable in a war-ridden world. But what are the fears of our brave

new world today? Is it money? Technology? Politics? For Tsang, it is morality — not the
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day-to-day, garden-variety morality, but the larger one that concerns us as global
citizens when we dare to confront apocalyptic events such as ethnic cleansing in
Kosovo and genocide in Darfur — catastrophes that enter our living rooms through
newspapers and television. Where do we stand once we decide to leave our passive
role as armchair witnesses? This is the post-9/11 world. We have right-wing politics
subjugating women and their bodies in the name of the church. Religious

extremism has upped the ante for terrorist acts, and war has made PTSD part of
common speech. In Hong Kong, where international news (outside of Asia) rarely
strays into public consciousness, Tsang dares to think about how seeing these events,
however filtered, might affect our internal landscape.

Thinking through such questions, concerning the world and his own life, is what
brought him here. Seven Seals began after a personal loss led Tsang to reassess his
values, and for this artist who spends a lot of time in his own head, it is not surprising
that the project grew to explore larger questions and heavier themes. The tessellation
of thoughts and emotions — whether anger towards religious absolutes or the
pondering of their consequences — is where the internalised world can coalesce into
a sum of parts that is more meaningful than the whole of an external surface.

Tsang is sincere in this idea of the inner necessity of art, and it is this that casts him as
a throwback to certain early modernists. Wassily Kandinsky, for example, believed that
the representational and reflective character of painting should compel us to see the
dynamic interiority of art itself. Kandinsky injects spiritualism into Nietzsche'’s idea that
art makes the world bearable. Tsang is on the opposite side of the same coin. He is a
naysayer of religion, but he shares Kandinsky’s idea that while every pictorial
component has meaning in itself, collectively the components resist a singular logic.
Tsang’s word-scapes, first as wallpaper, now as light boxes, work towards creating an
environment that allows one to delve in and climb out, to live and die again.

Tsang'’s ponderings are deeply personal. His works are his journeys. If we, the viewers,
become impatient with his word-scapes, we need to realise that Tsang does not make
art to please us. We are armchair withesses who demand answers. We seek
completeness. Tsang shrugs. /
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