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Born into a family of several generations of traditional Chinese
medical practitioners, Wing Po So has been acquainted with the
textures, forms, and smells of Chinese herbs since she was a
young girl. Though she has no interest in taking over the family
business, she employs a pharmacological lens to understand the
experience she grew up with. Within her art production, we can
witness how these childhood impressions have fermented into
instruments and evidence which shape her perceptions of the
world. Her interest in Chinese herbs is both material and physical,
but at the same time it also opens up a gateway for associations
to emerge between plant reproduction, energy flow, structural
assemblages, metaphors and substitutions. In her art practice,
poetry and science have found a suitable occasion and locus

for exchange.

Having witnessed Wing Po So's practice and preparation over the
past year, | am amazed by her meticulous powers of observation
and persistence in regards to technical details—a persistence in
research practice that verges on the obsessive. While she takes
prudent steps forward, she is also adept at anticipating problems;
and despite her precise approach to planning, she is not afraid to
take risks when entering her creative mode.

The art world has a tendency to embrace the familiar myth that
art creation is dependent on talent, and that hard work has min-
imal impact on an artist's achievements. As a curator, educator,
and art practitioner, | could hardly agree less. While Wing Po So
has benefited from many fortuitous coincidences which have
contributed to her participation in the opening exhibition at Tai
Kwun, her unique vantage point on art should not be overlooked,
especially her unfaltering concentration and extraordinary will.

An artist book will also be published along with the exhibition,
documenting the artist's uncertainties, hesitations, and imagina-
tive connections in the studio. Even though these moments are
not necessarily presented in their complete form in the exhibition,
they document the valuable time that she has spent engaged in
these contemplations. The works by Wing Po So shown here rep-
resent but one portion of her labour in the studio. | am delighted
to have witnessed more of her process, thoughts and creations,
and warmly recommend viewers to take in the exhibition along-
side the book, while at the same time anticipating the newest
developments in her evolving practice.
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Six-Part Practice: Wing Po So Solo Exhibition presents a journey
of the senses to an alternate universe where history loses its
specificity and fantasy takes on an anatomical structure. Here,
Wing Po So presents a world where the physical body is dissected
into its tiniest details and then expanded out to a celestial, even
cosmic scale. Though inspired by the materia medica of traditional
Chinese medicine, this is not an exhibition about that; the herbs
and ingredients are but the vocabulary of the artist's work.

Wing Po So grew up five minutes' walk from Tai Kwun above a
traditional Chinese pharmacy founded by her maternal grandfa-
ther in the 1970s. What is now called Soho was just another old
neighbourhood in Hong Kong filled with unassuming print shops,
ceramics stores, dai pai dongs, a bakery, and even a wet mar-
ket. As a child, the piles of dried cuttlefish bones and shrivelled
seahorses in the pharmacy held no particular medicinal value to
the artist; they were simply her playthings, toys to pass the time
with her younger brother. In this little shop, Wing Po So became
inadvertently and increasingly aware of natural resources.

The family pharmacy eventually moved away from Staunton Street
to a quieter area further west. Experiencing these rapid chang-
es in the city and in local culture, the artist was overcome with
nostalgia, and so she began to incorporate Chinese medicine into
her art. Thinking about the diversity of medicinal ingredients as
materials rather than curative remedies, Wing Po So has chosen
six materials from her family's pharmacy for this exhibition; in the
form of sculpture, installation, and video, she explores the char-
acteristics and personalities of these materials through obsessive
repetition. Drawing on the lessons of Arte Povera and minimalist
art, the artist devises works with deceptively simple forms and
materials like clay and string, along with medicinal ingredients,

of course. The result: elegant and quiet pieces that transform the
entire space.

On entering the exhibition, one is greeted by a dizzying archi-
tecture whose shadows flicker around the walls, along with

three sound pieces serving as a soundscape for the works. The
contrast between the clean minimalist lines of the structure and
the theatrical unfolding of the shadows invites viewers to slow
down and immerse themselves in Wing Po So's fantasy world of
multisensorial experiences. With human-like landscapes, she
creates a push-and-pull between the organic and the artificial, a
mixture of the prehistoric and the apocalyptic, a space where the
boundaries between the human world and the natural world begin
to blur. The artist's contemplation of the connections between
the internal and the external, between the microcosmic and the
macrocosmic is not merely influenced by traditional Chinese
medical philosophy but also by her interest in psychologically
focused science fiction ("psy-fi"). She cites as an influence Alan
Lightman, an American physicist and novelist whose works fuse
astrophysics and metaphysics with philosophy and psychology,
presenting alternative universes in which everything we take for
granted might be overturned. Or for instance in her work Appear-
ance, which perhaps serves as a backdrop to all of Wing Po So's
sculpture in this exhibition, one might even detect a trace of the
filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky in the moody, sweeping long shots of
misty landscapes.

Wing Po So explores the themes of family, childhood nostalgia,
and existentialism through large-scale sculptures that leave

a personal mark through mythological imagery. She dissects
microscopic parts—for instance the nucleus and cell walls from
different organisms—and creates uncanny forms that hover
between the animal and vegetative realms, at times suggesting
curious relationships between the infinitesimally small and the
immense. Is it purely a coincidence that the branching of blood
vessels resembles the complicated tributaries of a river delta
when seen from space? Or on a galactic level, does that not also
resemble superclusters of galaxies where the Milky Way is but a
speck, connected and separated by tendrils?

Viewers are thus invited to let go of perceived reality and fall into
an alternate universe conceived by the artist, one where the dis-
tinction between animal, vegetable, and mineral—and indeed the
human—is fantastically blurred and confused. Her artistic practice
is about considering the rhythm of things and fully engaging with
our senses, about rediscovering hidden connections and uncov-
ering new strands of awareness.
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As we enter the space, we see a struc-
ture made of what seems like reddish
coloured matchsticks. These molec-
ular tower blocks—grid-like, lattice
structures—resemble bamboo scaf-
folding, and yet in this case they do
not adorn or cover a building. Rather
it looks like an architectural skeleton
which gives off a certain fragility, as
though it could easily be toppled by a
gust of wind. As we scan the skeletal
columns, our eyes zoom in and out of
focus, as the numerous sticks create
strange illusions of contradictory
perspectives. Shadows emerge and
expand on the wall behind, before
eventually contracting and disap-
pearing. These shadows are, in fact,
generated by a single light bulb, which
moves within the structure, travelling
up and down like a rusty elevator.

In fashioning these matchstick forms,
the artist has chosen as her medium
sappan wood, a common ingredient
in Chinese medicine. Sappan wood
comes from the Biancaea sappan, a
flowering tree. Beyond its medicinal
use, it is employed in the dying of
foods and fabrics. Indeed, this one
wood can produce a range of warm,
earthy colours from beige to yellow to
crimson red.

Starting out with a cube—this basic
unit of three-dimensional space—the
artist has painstakingly repeated

the process of creating and joining
cubes with meticulous attention to
detail. The pieces of sappan wood are
first cut down by hand into match-
stick-sized pieces, then sorted
according to length. Each tiny ball of
clay is carefully measured to ensure
consistency of form. The structure
we see here represents the labour of
20 assistants working over a span of
four months. With over 20 individu-
ally adjustable blocks, the landscape
can be arranged and rearranged in a
way similar to the buildings we see in
simulation computer games such as
Minecraft.
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The viewer encounters what appears
to be a desert landscape in constant
flux—from sunrise to twilight and

on to midnight, and all over again. A
breeze rushes across the surface,
moving mountains and unveiling
valleys, inadvertently transforming
the landscape with its presence. The
scene is eerily familiar—like some
untouched desert in a faraway land,
or a lunar landscape, or an apocalyp-
tic scene in a film. But the sand we
see is more botanical than mineral.
These dunes are in fact composed of
spores—spores of the climbing fern,
a vine-like fern native to Asia. Seeds
emerge from the spore clusters lining
the reverse side of the leaves; when
dried, these spores are referred to as

hoi gam sa (pinyin: haijinsha), literal-
ly "golden sand of the seas”, also an
ingredient in Chinese medicine. As a
young girl, the artist often observed
the powdery substance in her family's
Chinese pharmacy. She recalls the
grinding of the mortar and pestle, the
pouring of seeds into the traditional
brass scales—sounds and textures
that reminded her of a beach or an
hourglass, one characterised by a
perpetual flow of grains.

The world we inhabit is dictated by the
arrow of time—indicating a unidi-
rectional progression forward. Just

as the voyage of light in the video
recalls the passing of the seasons and
the continuous rotation of the Earth
around the Sun, the falling sands and
changing landscape look back back
to the tectonic shifts millions of years
ago, thus referencing the constant
state of flux of every earthly material.
In a sense, the work serves as a kind
of love letter to entropy—an ode to the
transformation of order into chaos.
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An oval surface dotted with tiny lights
is tilted towards the sky like a rocket
launcher. The lights flicker shyly,
encouraging the viewer to approach.
Upon closer inspection, we find that
each light is actually embedded in

a protruding flower bud—the dried
envoy fruit of the Chinese honey-
suckle (Combretum indicum)—a
common red flower found in Hong
Kong. Meticulously removing the
seeds of the dried flower, the artist
replaces them with tiny light bulbs of
varying degrees of brightness. Such
work requires the viewer to maintain a
certain stiliness in order to observe its
beauty—a state similar to that of the

stargazer craning their head upwards
towards the heavens. The placement
of the envoy seeds, too, correspond

to the acupuncture points of the ear,
which turns the sculpture into a "satel-
lite dish” connecting the body and the
universe.

In looking at a star, one is also inad-
vertently peering back in time. Due

to the finite speed of light and the
sweeping distances between Earth
and other celestial bodies, what we
see in the sky is not its present but its
past. While the emission of light from
a star travels toward a pair of eyes on
Earth, an emission from the sky might
have been either accidental or inten-
tional, a steady burn or a solar flare.
Similarly, on Earth we have intentional
emissions, along with other forms of
communication—a word, a glance,

a sigh—all transmissions from one
being to another, transmissions which
we hopefully receive in a remotely
punctual fashion.
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Suspended above the ground, palm-
sized rocks bob gently up and down.
These "rocks” have always captured
the imagination of the artist, ever
since she was a young girl peer-

ing into a pot of medicinal soup in
her parent's kitchen. When she was
young, she would find it extraordinary

that the rocks, when tossed into a
pot of boiling soup, floated instead

of sinking to the bottom, as if they
possessed gravity-defying powers.
Formed of pumice (a porous volcanic
rock]), these curious objects have a
density lighter than water. In Chinese,
they are poetically referred to as
“rocks floating on the sea”. The artist
imagines a gathering of nomadic
rocks setting out on a tranquil journey
to cross an invisible ocean.

As they float, these rocks often attract
such marine “hitchhikers” as coral

or barnacles, and are thus a fusion

of mineral and animal matter. This
blurring of biological boundaries, as
Wing Po So has discovered, often
yields surprising results. Utilising

the simplest of materials, the artist
employs an ingenious mechanism to
suspend the rocks in mid-air, floating
elegantly in space; one movement
triggers a wave-like reaction in the
other elements
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Giant tubes glowing with incandescent
light lie low in front of the viewer—one
tube tumbling over another in a con-
tinuous rhythm. A light moves back
and forth over the tubes as they roll
along like items on a conveyor belt or
blood circulating in an artery. Wall-
papered with the seeds of the tree of
Damocles, these tubes emerge from
the corner of the gallery and criss-
cross their way into the space.

Each dried seed consists of two parts:
a round translucent skin, as thin and
fragile as xuan paper ("rice paper”),

with a single black seed in the middle.
As a child, at her family's pharmacy,
the artist often used these delicate
seeds as bookmarks or drawing paper.
As such, this installation can be seen
as a continuation of her earlier explo-
rations into the relationships between
the microcosmic and the macrocos-
mic. These unassuming vein-like
forms appear all over the cosmos—
from the blood vessels found within
the human body, to the roots of an oak
tree which form intricate networks
underground; from the meandering
tributaries of the Amazon river, to the
Laniakea Supercluster and its 100,000
galaxies—just as the remnants of
distant stars become the material of
our mortal bodies, the design of our
anatomy mirrors the networks of the
cosmos.
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Poised amongst the twists and turns
of the vessel are clusters of grey and
blue spheres. The structures seem

to be quiet observers of the roving
light which passes them by without a
care. Look closely and you might see
remnants of some biological forms—is
this an embryo, a cell in the process
of division, or a seed bursting out

of its pod? This blurring of the lines
between earthly elements refers

back to the Chinese concept of qi,
which unites the human body and the
universe. Poring through hand-drawn
anatomical illustrations, microscopic
images, and various specimens of
plant and animal matter, the artist was
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excited by the harmony and discord of
these unusual forms. Using pigments
made from various medicinal herbs,
she carefully creates a smooth, pow-
dery texture. The inspiration for this
piece came from a special space in her
family's pharmacy—the bottom shelf
of a large cabinet containing pow-
dered herbs and minerals. The artist
remembers her father scooping out
the soft powders with a brass spoon
and mixing them on brown Kraft paper,
just like how an artist selects pigments
to mix the desired colours. These am-
bivalent sculptures stand out from the
rest, existing in shades of unearthly
hues. The artist sees them as a com-
plement to the fleshy vessel. Together,
they mirror the man-made forms of
the busy highways veering in and out
between the concrete skyscrapers of
Hong Kong, thus creating a microcosm
of the city's urban landscape.
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Six Practices Dung Kai-cheung

Part (1): Connection

Connections are natural and unavoidable. Amongst myriad
things there are forces of attraction, assemblages in physics
and intimate bonds in chemistry, there are mutual needs and
mutual reliance, there is love.

On the paper are scattered dots which you connect with
lines. The tiny beads in your hands are strung up. Standing
alone amid a crowd, you would want to take hold of some-
one’s hand, embrace someone, or open up a conver-

sation with someone, or at least thirst for the chance for
glances or nods. Those originally entirely unconnected
individuals begin to get in touch, begin to care, understand,
associate, becoming a community or else intimate relations
in small groups.

Connections are powerful. From one comes a hundred,

a thousand, ten thousand, myriads. Hence galaxies form,
celestial bodies come together, living beings appear, animals
evolve, and humanity is born; thereupon come families,
villages, tribes, cities, and nations.

Yet connections are fragile, too. Conflicts emerge, for
among individuals and groups there are times when they

are unable, unwilling to connect. Then comes war, division,
civil strife, class struggle, racial animosity, family frictions,
marital discord, lovers” breakup. Love is supplanted by hate,
affinity descends into repulsion, harmony crumbles into
disintegration. Life dies, matter decays, heavenly bodies
collapse, particles disaggregate. All returns to solitude

and tranquility. Thereafter, subtly, the desire to connect

is reborn. Love creates the world anew.
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Part (2): Appearance

Without appearances, there is no world. The world is
composed of appearances. Your demeanour, figure, expres-
sion and bearing are all appearances. However close one
approaches, however carefully one looks. Even communica-
tion and dialogue, the sounds you hear, the words you utter,
all such are still appearances, or else merely suggestions

and guesses of what is inside. Since there is skin, there are
bodies; and so I am not you, while you are not I, and thus

I have no way of knowing your inner mind, or vice versa.
So much so that even I cannot know my own inner mind. I
only know my own appearances.

Looking at landscapes—that, too, is about appearances. The
ancients thought the world was flat, believing that the sun
rose from the east and set in the west, fancying the Earth at
the centre of the universe. Later came knowledge of science,
and nevertheless from a human being’s perspective, the
world still seems flat, the sun still rises in the east and sets
in the west, and the Earth is still at the centre of the cosmos.
Though the truth is known, what one senses still remains
on the level of appearances. For rationality is abstract, while
truth is utterly reliant on the senses. We cannot help but be
animals of appearances.

Appearances can change according to distance. If it is far
enough, even celestial objects tens of millions of light

years away are mere specks in the night sky, and from the
viewer’s perspective, connected to constellations. If it is
close enough, a mere speck of sand could be a planet with
its mountains and rivers and continents. Yet appearance
itself is in the end just appearance, merely appearances with
different features.
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Part (3): Emission

Humanity attempts to receive electromagnetic signals from
the cosmos; humanity has also tried emitting them to the
cosmos. To emit is for the purposes of receiving. Between
emitting and receiving is contact.

Every day we send forth information. A glance, a gesture, a
phrase, a sigh. Given out in the air, information is sometimes
received and sometimes not. And its receipt does not mean
the information was accurately imparted since the con-

tent very often amounts to merely a little bit of light. With
enough information, the sparks of light form images, which
may be grasped more bountifully—or perhaps not. And
such bounty does not stand for accuracy. Emitting is often a
futile task: mostly lost in nothingness with only a minor part
detected —and not even necessarily understood.

Photons are matter with the highest velocity in the universe,
and the invention of fibre-optics has connected humanity at
the greatest velocities. We have become glittering points from
which things are emitted, gleaming and glistening, and yet

no less lacking or solitary as the stars in the heavens. When
everyone is emitting, who will it be to receive? Without an
observer amidst the starry, lustrous heavens, the splendour
of the stars cannot even be considered appearances.

Yet I still cannot help but emit. Word by word, struck on the
keyboard, sent, struck, sent, like some coded signal. Photons,
it is said, will advance by all possible paths. My words, too,
will radiate along all possible means; under certain fortuitous
circumstances, they fall into the eyes of a certain observer.

A momentary connection is thereby produced.
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Part (4): Suspension

Suspension is an unsettling state. On four sides there is

space but no freedom, constrained by a shapeless something.

That may be a rope, a certain force, or a very dense liquid.
Yet on the surface it is still so spacious and transparent, as
though it were the boundless void. In suspension, the great-
est movement is but the subtlest of sways.

Those in suspension cannot connect. They clearly see one
another but cannot get in touch. A concentrated, crowded
solitude. The world is thus flooded with countless surfaces
and appearances, reflecting one another like mirrors,
infinitely proliferating. The lives of those in suspension are
not steady, the minds uncertain and fearful, as though at any
time they would plummet from high. Or else they willingly
fall, no longer willing to suspend half up in the air, having
had their fill of the torment of uncertainty. They would
rather be crushed instead of turning into specimens steeping
in some clear liquid.

But do the stars not suspend in the cosmos? Without up or
down, without left or right, no ascent or descent, neither
hanging nor falling. In fact, stars are revolving and hurtling
at high speeds, mutually drawing and circling one another
inwards, making formless connections. The starry light
emits eternally, with rays interwoven; the starlit skies are
reflected in their eyes. The stars in suspension bathe in the
waves of the immense cosmos, undulating in the flows of
time through the ages. Even solitude ends up being bustling.
Those in suspension should consider it thus.
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Part (5): Flow

Channels and flow: outside and inside. For flow to be a flow,
there must be a channel that allows for movement, whether
an enclosed pipe, an open river, or else parallel oceanic cur-
rents. Space must be solid or empty, pressure either strong or
weak, position high or low: only thus is flow possible. Flow
is life, yet the flowing away of life is death. Death clears out
an emptiness which allows for other lives to flow in, to be
filled in by other lives. And so death is one stage in the flow,
rather than the cessation of flow.

Flow needs boundaries, so flow is on the insides rather than
on the surfaces. Water in the river flows between the banks,
while blood flows inside arteries and veins. Without the river
bank, without the blood vessels, there is no flow to speak of.
Flow is transport, it is profusion, it is alternation, bringing
succour to life in different regions and areas.

Flow that belongs on the inside is shadowy, rash, unobserv-
able. Once forcibly pried open, calamity ensues: if dikes

on the river burst, the waters flood; if arteries rupture, one
bleeds to death. The moment the flow is obstructed, life is
threatened. And so whatever is inside comes to be protected
by the surface, by appearances, allowing the flow to go on
quietly and ceaselessly. The inside of the flow is not entirely
isolated from the outside, though. When tributaries meet,
when arteries and veins link up, the flow turns into connec-
tion and sparks fusion. Two bodies, too, because of interior
flows, can nurture life.
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Part (6): Interior

The interior of matter is the stuff of materials, the elements,
the stuff of atoms, neutrons, protons, electrons, of quarks
and particles, and waves at the same time. The peculiar dual
nature of particles and waves makes the interior of things
seem empty. With the low density of the interior and the
capacious breadth of emptiness, one wonders how the exist-
ence of appearances is sustained.

The appearance of the body is the skin; in the interior are
muscles, organs, bodily fluids, the skeleton. Inside these
muscles, organs, bodily fluids and skeletons are cells; inside
those are cytoplasms and organelles, water as well as other
elements. Further inside of water and other elements are
atoms; inside those are neutrons, protons and electrons.
Yet further inside still are quarks. The interiors of humans
and things, on the most fundamental level, are no different.

The selfsame quarks connect to form neutrons, protons,
and electrons; neutrons, protons and electrons join to make
up atoms; atoms merge to become elements, and elements
link up to become matter. Matter make up inorganic matter,
organic matter, vegetation, animals, and humans, becoming
continents and oceans, becoming the Earth, Moon, and the
Sun, and all celestial bodies. The minutest interiors connect
up to become bigger and greater, up to the most enormous
appearances, some of which emit, some of which suspend,
some of which flow. Appearances and interiors progress
layer by layer, becoming one body with no differences any
more between exteriors and interiors.

Close your eyes, loosen your shoulders, let your arms hang,
hold your waist straight, and breathe deeply. Let the air
from outside the body enter inside, then allow the air from
inside the body to be expelled outside. Feel the flow of
blood moving in the body, the body suspending in empti-
ness, and the glow of awareness in the depths of darkness.
All the way till dots of light connect and form the cosmos.
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