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As one of the most promising ceramic artists in Hong Kong, Chan came
to visual art and the medium of clay rather late. After graduating from a
prestigious British university, Chan returned to Hong Kong and worked
as an actuary for 10 years before obtaining his Fine Arts degrees. Rather
than thinking that his background influenced his vision as an artist,
Chan believes that it was his discovery of ceramics that has molded
him as a person, In particular, through the experimental day-making
process, Chan learned to put down his risk-averse and hyper-cautious
mentality asan actuary and became less afraid of failure. Translating
this new mentality into reality, he boldly changed his career to become
an artist a few years ago and is still eager to see how this experimental
philosophy stemming from his artistic practice will continue to trans-
form his life,
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Chan chooses to work with clay because of its material properties. In the
creative process, clay shrinks, cracks, bends, melts, and explodes due to
different physical conditions that are not always predictable, especially
during the firing process which forms clay into finished ceramic works.
Chan likens the firing process, which he can never fully control, to

an alchemical practice that transforms worthless raw materials and
substances into precious objects. For many people, this unpredictability
of ceramic-making is a fault, but Chan is intrigued by his constant uncer-
tainty at just exactly what transformations his works would go through
inside the kiln, his alchemist’s cauldron,

Chan sees himselfas an experimental artist, but he does not have a stan-
dard way of going about his experimentations with clay. Instead of fol-
lowing standard procedures, he constantly challenges himself with new
processes which could take inspiration from the most unusual sources.
Sometimes he is inspired by historical references, other times by things
he sees while travelling, Even mundane processes like cooking have in
the past inspired him with new ways of making clay. For instance, inan
exhibition last year, Chan explored new ways of making art by adopting
bread-making processes into ceramic-making, even using yeast to help
his works “rise.”

Chan's work Barbaric Heads from 2013 resulted from these experi-
ments. At first glance, the work, featuring 7 rows of 7 white ceramic
forms resembling Chinese steamed buns stamped with 49 different
faces, almost reminds viewers of Italian artist Piero Manzoni's Achrome
bread rolls in their formal grotesqueness, The title of the work, which
sounds like a play on the generic term for steamed buns in Chinese,
actually references the supposed origins of the term in ancient Chinese
history - specifically, two legends from the Three Kingdoms period in-
volving the fimous military strategist Zhuge Liang. The first legend has
it that, when Zhuge Liang led troops across the Yangtze River to invade
the southem lands, there was a custom for generals to cut off soldiers’
heads as sacrifice to the river gods ina barbaric ritual, Instead of allow-
ing this innocent killing, Zhuge ordered the men to create buns made
with white dough in the shape of human heads to appease the river
gods instead. Because the men cheated the river gods with these fake
heads, the buns came to be called “"cheating heads” (also pronounced
like "steamed buns” but in a different tone). [n the second legend, Zhuge
Liang was treated to a celebratory feast by the southern “barbarians™
after outwitting a local tyrant. [n erder o honour him, 49 men were to
be beheaded as a sacrificial offers Again, instead of allowing the Killing,
Zhuge Liang ordered his men to steam buns stuffed with meat as substi-
tutes for human heads, and these steamed buns resembling heads came
to be known as “barbaric heads.”

The work Barbaric Heads shows Chan's engagement with Chinese

history to produce his conceptual ceramic art, Through incorporating
historical references into his work, Chan also tries to engage with cur-
rent politics and social affairs by interpreting the history in a modern
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context that is familiar to Hong Kong people. For example, in using clay
to create the 49 “barbaric heads™ of legend, Chan also imprinted images
of the heads of 49 people who were considered "barbaric” by the people
around him. Incidentally, these “barbaric heads™ include Leung Chun
Ying and Andy Tsang Wai Hung - two figures in the Hong Kong goven-
ment who became public enemies in the recent Occupy Cenral protests.
Although social eritique is not necessarily Chan's aim in making ceram-
ics, Barbaric Heads succeeds in reflecting on transcendent themes such
as the link between history and the present, and that between language
and reality.

When asked about his proudest work so far, Chan picked his large-scale
clay installation Tai Ping Shan 1894. In this work, which referred toa
public disinfection initiative carried out by the colonial government in
response to an outbreak of the bubonic plague in the late 19th century,
Chan pasted small sheets of clay onto all the windows in the gallery in

a performative process that recalls the practice of layering gold leaves
in Bucdhist temples. Covering the windows with sheets of clay piece by
plece, similar to white-washing shacks to disinfect them, involved re-
petitive body movements, which could be interpreted by viewers as an
act of worship, an act of meditation, or simply a monotonous motion. In
confronting this large-scale clay work, viewers were given the space to
reflect on their various acts of repetition in their lives as urban dwellers.

In the current exhibition "GRACE,” Chan collaborated with two dancers
in his work Do, using clay to imitate dance movements and challenge
the physical barrier between the solidity of the medium and the fluidity
of dance. In the dance that inspired him, the two dancers extend their
bodies, moving slowly from their finger tips to their core, and influence
each other’s movements with different body parts in an organic manner.
Watching the dance, Chan could almost sense the movement of clay
itself, especially as it shrinks while drying in a similary subtle motion.
Hoping to capture this physical property of clay visually to resemble
the dancers” natural movements, he applied a thin layer of slip onto two
pleces of paper and placed them together in different ways, kind of like
the way the two dancers interacted with each other During the drying
precess, the sheets would curl up due to the shrinkage of clay against
the paper. The ultimate form of the day depended on how the artist
placed the sheets together before they dried, as well as the environ-
ment during the drying stage. In this sense, the factors that affected the
“movements” of the individual pieces of clay paralleled those influencing
the dancers. In Duo, Chan tried to push the boundaries of his viewers’
understanding of clay as art by showing the material in its purest and
rawest state with minimal subjective intervention, allowing his medium
to unfurl in its own organic “movements.”

Ultimately, as an experimental ceramic artist who is constantly trying
out new proecesses, Chan is concerned with linking the physical proper-
ties and materiality of his medium with the physical world and society
around him, drawing parallels between artand reality in ways that are
at once tangible and unpredictable.
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