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Concept in Wood:
Contemporary Hong Kong Wood Sculpture

Jaffa Lam (translated by Victor Tai)

Wood, in the eyes of the Chinese, always represents the natural element of
neutrality and harmony. The instinctive characteristics of wood — the delicate
scent, the visible passage of time marked by the age rings and the organic
touch against a tough and sturdy mass, declare its special status among all
useful raw materials. Wood is treasured by the Chinese, who care very much
on the unity of man and nature. Specialized woodcarving skills and famous
wood sculptures are found in many places in China, such as Huangyang
(boxwood) woodcarving in Zhejiang Province, Dongyang woodcarving,
Fuzhou woodcarving, Chuanzhou puppet, Jianchuan woodcarving, Tianjin
woodcarving, Enan woodcarving, Dazhi woodcarving, etc. The different
techniques employed by woodcarvers at different places enrich Chinese
woodcarving with a variety of styles, including lattice carving, relief carving,
amalgamative carving and intuitive carving. Woodcarving has developed into
one of the most distinguished and cherished art forms in the Chinese cultural
heritage.

Since the ancient times, wood has been widely used as a material for all sorts
of purposes in China. From the practical application as the post and beam for
architecture and the mundane daily tools to the making of precious woodcratft,
woodcarving has come a long way before transforming into a form of art. The
change was not only in the use of wood, but it also involved a change in the
mindset. In the old days, woodcarvers made their livings by carving religious
figures in the temples, molding architectural decorations or manufacturing
handy tools. Although large amount of these handiworks have been
preserved for their excellent craftsmanship, they are still functional objects of
a class that cannot be compared with art objects. In the later development of
woodcarving, the quality of the wooden objects and the craftsmanship were
gradually appreciated by the scholars and the rich. Collectible objects in
precious wood with superior carving skills were sculpted for pure enjoyment.

Nowadays, with the influence from the West, wood sculpture has finally
become a member of the sculpture family. Not only has wood been accepted
as a valid form of art objects, with the long history of woodcarving in China, it
has become an important medium that is capable of inheriting and evolving
upon the tradition. Taking advantage of the art movement, Chinese artists
have included ingredients from the West into their works, however they have
not forgotten their Chinese tradition in wood sculpting. An example is the
master artist in wood sculpture, Mr. Cheung Yee, whose works are displayed



in this Exhibition. He has contributed enormously in the recent and current
development of art and sculpture in China with his distinctive contemporary
wood sculptures. His sculptures embrace the tradition and yet widen the
perspective to another horizon, anchoring roots and providing the stem for
branching out by future generation of artists.

Hong Kong, at the junction where East meets West, responded quickly to the
Western art development with its growing momentum of modern art
movement in the early 60’s. The birth of the Circle Group was the witness of
this movement. Hong Kong has experienced dynamic art development
activities following the 60’'s. Wood sculpture has also gone through series of
transformations. Stepping into the digital age, the human touch and the
humanity spirit in art are facing a serious re-examination. Whether it is art in
2-dimension or 3-dimension, a replacement with digital replica is possible.
People question the necessity of the human touch in art when anything made
by hands can be simulated. The basic concept and practice of art, being the
manifestation of ideas through the process of creativity by human hands, are
now bombarded by the concept of art as the virtual simulation of ideas. One
of the aims of this Exhibition is to re-introduce the basic concept of art as
humanity. We hope that this belief will be shared by other artists having the
same faith, and this belief can be echoed in the local artists’ community.

As an international finance centre, space in Hong Kong is precious. Finding a
small place for an artist's studio is already a difficult task, having a space
large enough for the mechanical tools and storage of raw material for a wood
sculptor is almost impossible. This Exhibition shows the sculptures by a
group of artists, which are the outcome of the artists’ devotion under the
hostile conditions of this densely populated city. These artists are just the
representatives of the many who have the same conviction in searching for
their ideals through art. Hopefully interest will be aroused among the public
and a sense of encouragement will be felt by other artists.

This Exhibition shows the works of three generations of artists. The master
wood sculptors, including Cheung Yee, Tong King Sum and Li Ki Kwok, have
played an important role and planted seeds in the evolution of contemporary
art in Hong Kong. They have contributed greatly and are influential in
educating and nurturing the young artists. A group of artists, including Chow
Shun Keung, Fung Lik Yan Kevin and Tai Sheung Shing Victor, has the same
focus in the exploration of wood sculpting over the past ten years. They are
paving their boardwalks with their wooden creation and quietly venturing over
the uncharted swamp in the sculpture field. The energetic young female artist,
Lam Laam Jaffa, has keenly involved in numerous art exhibitions in recent
years. This Exhibition shows the vibrant works of these three generations of
artists, who have their own uniqueness while all are connected to wood. It will
act as a prism, through which the forty years’ spectrum of the contemporary
sculpture scene in Hong Kong can be revealed.

© Lam Laam, Jaffa 2004.
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