A Year in the Life of a City:
Recent Photographs by David Clarke

Photographs, by virtue of their perceived trueness-to-life, possess authenticity,
an unassailable authority of knowledge about that which is photographed.
They also make still movement, a point in time, a fragment of a narrative. This
exhibition of photographs of Hong Kong by the art historian David Clarke is a
personal portrait of the city in which he has lived for the past twenty years,
drawn from his most recent photographic project, published as Hong Kong x
24 x 365: A Year in the Life of a City by the Hong Kong University Press.

Framed as a fictitious and sometimes rambling journey through the city,
Clarke’'s work often possesses an anthropological tension implicit in the
resolution of the photographer’s role as participant/ observer: at times distant,
interested more in mood, colour, composition, and the poetry

of an image. Yet it can also be achingly intimate, made more so in juxtaposition.
There is very little middle-ground. Taken over a random twelve-month period
between October 2004 and October 2005, the photographs map a route from
the Peak down to North Point, taking in Central and Sheung Wan, and across
the harbour into the New Territories. This is a Hong Kong that is recognisable
in its landmarks and geography, but also one made anonymous in its interiors
and nightlife. The images capture the urban landscape as it is experienced - at
street level, fleetingly, and up close - but also reveals the city in new guises at
unusual or oblique angles. Clarke is presenting the city to those who don’t
know it, in images that show the city’s current (in some cases fallen) icons, but
also bringing new knowledge of the city to those that do.

Throughout his photographic work Clarke has used black and white film and,
as a mature photographer, a 40mm Leica Minilux camera. For the first time, in
this latest project, Clarke has turned to the digital camera (from the Panasonic
Lumix range which represents continuity with his earlier work through the use
of Leica lenses), and colour photography. These new images, therefore, also
represent freedom from the constraints of film photography, from not knowing
whether a photograph taken is as imagined; and freedom from the wave-like
emotion of regret. Digital photography allows you to try out different aesthetic
options without commitment.

In an earlier installation entitled 1968/ 2002, the Museum presented Clarke’s



first experiments with film paired with photographs taken of the same location
thirty-four years later. Here Clarke’s preoccupation with marking the passage
of time was simply but poignantly made in presence versus

absence. This interest in re-visiting specific events or periods of time continues
in a separate installation in the current exhibition in which Clarke has
re-fashioned earlier work as well as showing most recent ones. In his
Reclaimed Land project Clarke took a picture every day over the

five-year period straddling the passage of sovereignty over Hong Kong from
Britain to China.* On view is a digitised version of a year’s worth of those
images, originally taken using film immediately before and after the handover,
played ten times over at breakneck speed. Although

Ten Handovers was devised in 2004, that this year marks the tenth
anniversary of that moment in 1997 makes for a timely consideration of this
work.

Another dimension of Clarke’s interest in the way that time frames how we
experience life is powerfully made in an experimental film installation entitled
Slow Progress in which the artist meditates upon the futility of living an
existence that is object-based. The viewer is taken on a journey in which there
is no beginning or end. The simplicity of this work makes the sense of thwarted
expectation all the more palpable and frustrating.

A smaller installation of photographs taken in the past few months catapults
the main installation to the near present. Elaborating many of the visual
themes that already exist in the 2004 to 2005 photographs, some document
further the relentless march of progress and the passing of time.

As an art historian, Clarke is someone whose relationship to images is framed
by words, how fitting then that images should take their place when framing the
lived experience. Clarke’s preference for unexpected, more painterly images
over straightforward views of Hong Kong is the artist's attempt to draw
attention away from the apparent veracity or descriptiveness of the scenes
depicted. Clarke’s photographs capture fleeting moments, feelings and
experiences that contribute to the texture of Hong Kong, and which as he turns
his camera away, disappear completely.

Tina Yee-wan Pang
Curator (Art)
University Museum and Art Gallery, the University of Hong Kong



* David Clarke, Reclaimed Land: Hong Kong in Transition (Hong Kong
University Press, 2002).
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* David Clarke, Reclaimed Land: Hong Kong n Transition (Hong Kong University Press,
2002).
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