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AN EXHIBITION ABOUT ART AND ABOUT EXHIBITION

ENGAGING TRADITION

VIOLATION

ENGAGING TRADITION David Clarke

Engaging Tradition arose from a number of different questions and observations. One such question
concerns the relation of artists nowadays to their artistic heritage. Many modernist artists consciously
rejected a concern with the art of the past, sought to create a break with it in their own work.For such artists
tradition was perceived as a burden.Vlaminck,for instance,worte : “| never go to museums. | avoid their
odor,their monotony and severity.”More recently,however,'post-modern’ artists haver been more inter-
ested in turning to past styles as a source for their art,and through strategies of parody- for instance-have
even allowed the past into their work.Could such artists offer us a way of looking anew at tradition (and at
the museum asthe custodian of tradition)? The sense that museums are places where the past liesembalmed
is after all one which many people -not just modernist artists - share. Could artists play a part in bringing the
past back to life for us,in offering a new and vital engagement with it ?

In considering the relationship of artists to tradition we should not conceive of differing relations to a fixed
past.We know the past only through our images of it (images obtained from history books,for example,but
also from museum displays) and so the past is not a fixed factor in this equation.A museum display or a
college curriculum presents us with an interpretation of the past,a partial view of it (in both senses of that
word).One must always ask whose history is being represented, (thatis,question what interests a certain view
of history serves,or ask what other histories are bring occluded from view ). The characteristic mode of
display in the art museum involves the isolation of objects from one another,often against bare white
walls.Such a display offers a feigned neutrality, as if it were history itself which was speaking, rather than
acertain curatorial picture of it. Such a mode of presentation dissembles:it presents an argument as if it were
merely an array of things.The standard exhibition catalogue ( which tends to concern itself with telling you the dimensions of the work,its previous
owners,the names and dates of other exhibitions in which the artist has appeared,and so forth) colludes with this approach. By inviting an artist to
share their own view of tradition,that is, by foregrounding the personal or relative nature of the curatorial process, perhaps the question of curatorial
authority can be addressed within the very site in which it operates. Much has been written in recent years about the role of the museum and the way
in which it functions ( often implicitly rather than explicitly) as an agent of certain epistemological ( not to mention political ) positions, and the time
is ripe for museums to become engaged ( at the level of their displays ) in this discussion. The role of the museum is as mush the subject of this project
as is tradition.

In this century artists have very often been drawn to use ready-made objects as the material of their art, and in recent years there has been a lot
of interest in installation work. Artists have become less interested in making discrete, self-contained objects, and have started to consider (and to us
)thewhole environmentin which they are exhibiting. For these reasons itis a particularly opposite time to offer artists an opportunity to treata museum
collection as their palette, and a specific museum space as the site to which their artistic endeavours are directed. Given that the Fung Ping Shan
museum is primarily a museum of Chinese art, Engaging Tradition offers an added opportunity: it enables us to see how Hong Kong artists relate to ‘
the Chinese heritage. Without prejudging the from that encounter may take in any particular case, it is this write's observation (made as an outsider)
that many Hong ‘
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violation. As a curator, the ida 6t howta muiseum could easily manipulate works of art always fasicinates me. The physical presence of the museum

sitself, the collection the museum chooses to display, the format of presentation, the order of arrangement, the caption, the press release, the lighting......
practically every aspect of an exhibition can alter the meaning of the exhibits.

Art has always been used assymbol of aculture. Anexhibition of art can also be a statement on culture. The collection does generate some thoughts
on’cultural violation’. Atthe cultural level, the violation is less obvious although itis more aggressive. We are told we are Chinese, but | cannot repond
to these pots and pans from Shan or Zhou dynasties. (Maybe the other parts of Chineseness, the Chinese food, the Lai-si of Chinese New Year could
be a bit more meaningful).

Recently the pharse ‘being Chinese’ has become so repressive that it becomes a from of violation. It is been used by politicans and political
opportunitists as a tool to measure ideological and behavourial correctness.

With the great Chinese culture at its back, Hong Kong culture seems,on the one hand, pale and fragile, but on the other hand,surprisingly energetic
and even aggressive. Cultural violation is not one sided. Hong Kong culture also has its invading aggression.

At another level, there is the violation through exhibition installation and intepretation. The museum has never provide an objective space for art
"to speak for itself | am fascinated by the various meaning created through different formats
of presentation.

Asan artist, | am also tempted to make art, to make art in response to some of the images
I see , and to relate them to my very own experience. Some of the exhibits make no sense,
they are there simply for fun. It is important for art to have fun. When |l install other people’s
exhibitions ocassionally | have this incredible desire to add something silly onto the display,
just for the heck of it. And now | can do it, thanks to the generosity of the Fung Ping Shan
Museum.

I would like to thank Dave for pursuing this interesting curatorial idea, and to Dr. Michael
Lau and Mr. C. T. Yeung for their support of this rather unusual project ( not every curator
is willing to take up unusual project like this), and to the many people who have helped to
make this exhibition possible,especially to my parents and wife Carman, who provide much

practical support and inspiration
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beautiful woman from the South, he fell into alcoholism and
drug abuse. However, the anguish and desire for immortality
through art kept him going. At this period he produced some of
the most haunting images during his artistic career.After he
finished his graduate study, he wondered around in California,
like a homeless soul. Finally he decided to come back to his
motherland, Hong Kong.

After he come back, he could not get a job. His parents got
mad at him. So he becomes the exhibition director of the Hong
Kong Arts Centre and wears tie to work, whenever, there is an
opening or a meeting with sponsors. His favourite pastime is

Oscar Ho was born in Hong Kong in 1956 on a rainy, stormy day.
Growing up ataturbulenttime of great social unrest and intellectual
turmoil, he decided to become an artist at age 3. After a long
frustrating period of adolescence, he, buried himself in the study of
philosophy and theology, continued his passionate search for art
and the meaning of life. At age 18, he left his beloved country and
went to Saskatoon, Canada, and studied under the famous
Canadian abstract expressionist and spiritual leader of the
Canadian Bahai Faith, Mr. Otto Roger.After a long and painful
period of soul searching and a self imposed torture of techni-

cal discipline, he continued his study at the University of
California. Frustrated by his inability to actualise his artistic playing majong.
vision and further depressed by his failed romance with a
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