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Foreword

The Hong Kong Jockey Club University of Chicago Academic
Complex and The University of Chicago Francis and Rose Yuen
Campus in Hong Kong is proud to celebrate the University of Chicago’s
long history of arts education and join The Chinese University of Hong
Kong to exhibit works curated from its collection by the art historians of
CUHK. The works represent painted and photographic views of Hong
Kong from the 1940s to 1970s in this exhibition: “Hong Kong Impressions.”

Wedged between the time these works were created by Wucius
Wong, Lui Shou-kwan, Yip Yan-chuen, and Wong Po-yeh, and today, |
made my first visit to Hong Kong decades ago. | was just a young man
then and made the trip from my teaching post at Tunghai University
in Taichung, crossing the border to Shenzhen by foot, then transiting
onward by hard berth train to the heart of the Yangtze River Delta.

While | was no more than a tourist visiting Hong Kong, | inherently
understood the pivotal importance of Hong Kong back then and was
keenly aware of its much-anticipated future. | absorbed the ethos of
Hong Kong, often walking the streets until my feet developed sores.
The trams, the Peak, Kowloon, Stanley, and Aberdeen were all my
destinations based on friendly recommendations from fellow world
travellers residing at Soldiers and Sailors and Chungking Mansions. |
embraced as much as Hong Kong would allow me while my youthful
enthusiasm flowed unrestrained.

Little did | realize, my various visits to Hong Kong of the early
1980s would be etched in my mind for future remembrances until
now. While I longed to return to Hong Kong over the ensuing decades,
it became increasingly difficult due to my career pursuits in Silicon
Valley and a completely different life trajectory. | did return to Hong
Kong occasionally, but it never felt the same after those initial, youthful
moments in time.

Perhaps each subsequent visit was just too short. Or, Hong Kong
had simply developed too fast, and its-progress continually clouded
my view. During each visit, | noticed more concrete overpasses and
high rises which served only to confound my memory.”"And | longed
to find the Hong Kong | once knew among a labyrinth of roads leading
past glistening, newly constructed towers, luxury brand icons, mega

shopping malls, and a fully developed MTR transit system. While the
“ding-ding” and “baaruuuuga” of the tram and Star Ferry remain quaint
reminders that can still be heard in remote corners of the city today,
their echos were long-ago concealed by the pounding rhythm of Hong
Kong life surging forward. Now, living and working in Hong Kong again,
| still strain to see the city from my past lens.

The paintings in this exhibition, “Hong Kong Impressions,” are a
visual stimulant to my delayed and rusty senses. The works illustrate
the pre-1980s period, before Hong Kong began to flex its muscle
and become a global mega-city. The ink on paper, watercolour, and
photographic representations of Hong Kong in this exhibition all carry
shades of past memories. With these exhibition works as an accelerant,
| now recognize more of Hong Kong past among the nooks and
crannies and narrow alleyways. If light catches a space just right, or |
squint and tilt my head to catch a passing view, the underlying soul of
the city is revealed.

Visual references abound in the exhibition works to help me get
my bearings and also orient my understanding of how art evolved
in Asia and our contemporary world over the last several decades.
The more traditional Chinese landscapes and other contemporized
versions accompanied by sketches, photographic representations;
and abstractions in these works intermingle to create a portrait of Hong
Kong that once was, and“one that ever is—hustling andbustling, quiet
and contemplative, scenic and urban, flat and elevated, local and
international.

Wong Po-yeh’s Below Victoria Peak (1) exudes a hazy, foggy, quiet
atmosphere similar to that of Chao Shao-an’s moody work Tai Po Kau,
Hong Kong (48). Yip Yan-chuen'’s works flutter like the city crisscrossing
different'styles, esthetics and colour schemes. Eight Views of Hong
Kong (2), begins simple, sparse, child-like, and almost two-tonal. Yip
then demonstrates his artistic dexterity in a more classical Chinese ink
approach in Lugard Road (13) before moving to a forceful but simple
watercolour painting Beach (71) which resembles the stunning thick
lines and colours of a woodcut. And finally, Yip’s piéces de résistance,
a near photo-historical impression of Hong Kong in Pear! of the Orient

(20) captures the essence of Hong Kong of the time. Wucius Wong'’s
Back Street (27) and Lui Shou-kwan’s A Snapshot of Hong Kong (24)
and Luk Keng Village (90) lay visual and foundational guideposts for
each artist’s later works and illustrate why they were at the vanguardof
Hong Kong’s New Ink Movement. For many artists of the period, Hong
Kong represented a city of new beginnings. This exhibition allows us to
travel back in time and uncover clues to Hoeng Kong’s past while also
casting new light on the environs that-helped shape and influence each
artist’s later years.

What we discover about Hong Kong from these artists’ works are
not today’s.massively tall structures, the-active container shipping
waterways, or the bamboo shrouded construction sites and shopping
centers.most foreigners gloss over during their touristic excursions.
What these works evoke is a gentleness, a serenity, and an historical
context of place and time that conspire together in layers woven
beneath the surface of what most casual observers often fail to
experience while in Hong Kong today.

About ten years ago, | began to proactively seek out my nostalgia
for Hong Kong. The desire came from an uncomfortable place.
Perhaps such feelings happen to us all in mid-life. Now, | realize | was
straining to look back to a bygone era, a time before fierce change
gripped the world and turned it upside down. Daily, | stare at dozens
of young people who look blankly at me, or not at all, hypnotized by
their handheld screens. | try to imagine how they could understand my
yearning for the past. Such pining is not genetic.

Now we are living through COVID-19, which began only a few short
months ago. While we are uncertain how long this pandemic will last or
how it may affect us personally, for this brief moment in time, the virus
has interrupted the cadence of humanity. Prior to COVID there seemed
to be too much art propagating on the internet. Now, with the virus in
our midst, there seems to be too little.

With our personal lives and the pace of our activity at a virtual
standstill due to lockdowns, quarantines, and closures, many of Hong
Kong’s nostalgic reminiscences have revealed themselves, and helped
me to see the remnants of a city | once knew. People on the streets now

move at a_slower, more thoughtful, and even cautious pace. During
COVID; we appear less guided by the gluttony of our desires. Our lives
are playing out unhurriedly,“frame by frame, and the nostalgia | once
deliberately sought has now found me.

Mark Barnekow

Executive Director

The Hong Kong Jockey Club University of Chicago Academic Complex
The University of Chicago Francis and Rose Yuen Campus in Hong Kong

About the Arts at the University of Chicago Yuen Campus

The University of Chicago embraces its rich history of arts
education. With the opening of the UChicago Yuen Campus in Hong
Kong, this legacy and commitment to the arts continues. Arts faculty
frequently visit Hong Kong to collaborate with local academic and
other institutions and provide lectures and symposiums to the entire
community. Graduates of the University of Chicago arts academic
programs hold prominent positions in Hong Kong arts institutions and
our students benefit tremendously through summer internship positions.

The Yuen Campus’ permanent collection of works, representing
many Asian artists, creates a stimulating environment for graduate and
undergraduate students and visitors while on our campus. Moreover,
Study Abroad students immerse themselves in their course work with
the Yuen Campus, Hong Kong, and Asia arts scenes as a backdrop.
Through partnerships with local academic and arts institutions like The
Chinese University of Hong Kong, the Yuen Campus also provides a
convenient satellite venue in its Hong Kong Jockey Club University
of Chicago Academic Complex and Heritage Museum to extend the
geographic footprint of larger exhibitions, allowing artist’'s works to be
conveniently accessible to a diverse audience throughout the region.
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Foreword

Before Hong Kong emerged as a cosmopolitan metropolis in the
mid-twentieth century with iconic high-rises and bustling activities, the
city’'s scenic areas long captured the imagination of political thinkers,
writers, and artists alike, including Kang Youwei, Hu Shi, Huang
Binhong, and Chang Dai-chien. To some extent, the ‘Pearl.of the Orient’
emerged from romanticised visions “of the harmonious blending' of
civilisations and cultures and manners of East and West.” While those
romantic associations may be subjected to Orientalist critique, there is
a difference. For Edward Said’s profound argument in_Orientalism is
that cultural exchange between partners conscious of inequality leads
to people suffering. On the contrary, Hong-Kong has thrived on cultural
exchanges. What distinguished'Hong Kong from other places may be
the drastic changes broughtupon by continual development, thereby
making it difficult to essentialise, exoticise, and stereotype Hong
Kong. Yet.the evolving landscape was not without impact on public
psyche. As prosperity gave rise to confidence and cultural pursuits,
uncertainties about the future also led to soul-searching. Nostalgia for
‘old Hong Kong’ prevailed among the old and the young, who lamented
the cresting of certain values and ways of life on the waves of rapid
development.

Interestingly, the notion of ‘old Hong Kong’ remained in flux,
because the past meant different things to different people. The
changing coastline and skyline of the Victoria Harbour is symptomatic
of this elusive notion—any effort to picture an idiosyncratic ‘old
Hong Kong' is likely to be futile, or subjected to artistic license. This
exhibition is borne out of an interest and effort to capture various
impressions of Hong Kong. Some artists rendered Hong Kong’s
mountainous terrain in classical pictorial conventions, while others
use familiar sites as a basis for innovative compositions. When given
an artist’s touch, cityscapes and even construction sites become
expressive vignettes, which make the series of paintings greater—more
impressionable and multifaceted—than the sum of their parts. Perhaps
more importantly, paintings of Hong Kong during the mid-twentieth
century demonstrate how painters rooted in the classical landscape
painting tradition resolved to revitalising this tradition through varying

perspectives of and'on the city. Unconventional pictures needed not be
perceived as a challenge to the classical tradition, as they reflected an
artist’s feel for.a place. No-ess importantly, the artist’s experimentation
of innovative styles may resonate more easily with a diverse audience
that characterised multi-cultural Hong Kong.

This exhibition features over 100 paintings and photographs from
1940s to 1970s from the permanent collection of the Art Museum of
CUHK, not to claim that this period christened ‘old Hong Kong,’ but to
offer a glimpse of the vitality and ethos of a changing society. From
iconic views of the landmarks to snapshots of everyday life, from
typhoon shelters to idyllic countryside, these paintings and photographs
will serve as a reminder how much this metropolis had evolved in the
20th century.

The Art Museum is proud to jointly present this exhibition with
the University of Chicago's Hong Kong campus at a time when many
Hong Kongers turn to local tourism and explore scenic spots off the
beaten track. We thank, first and foremost, Profs. Pedith Pui Chan and
Vivian Ting Wing Yan for their scholarly articles on the impact of early
tourism on painting and on the literary associations of iconic sites. Dr.
Phil Chan provided expert assistance on every stage of the planning
of this exhibition and catalogue. Exhibition designer Kwan-chi Lo,
educator Heidi Wong, master mounter Xie Guanghan, graphic designer
Eric Leung, and photographer Ming-leung Tang are credited for their
professional work. Last but not least, our heartfelt gratitude goes to Mr.
Thomas Barwick and Mr. Milton Peter Barrett for donating the original
slides of Hong Kong that they took in the 1950s. Their images, like the
paintings in the exhibition, open our eyes to reimagine this place that
we call home.

Josh Yiu
Director, Art Museum
The Chinese University of Hong Kong





