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Specialized in Asian contemporary art, Caroline Ha Thuc is a French Hong Kong based art writer and curator. She published ‘Nouvel
Art Contemporain Japonais’ (2012), Contemporary Art in Hong Kong' (2013), and recently ‘After 2000 : Contemporary Art in China’ (2015),
both in French and English langages. She regularly writes for different magazines in France (Art Press) and Hong Kong. As a curator,

she focuses on promoting dialogue between artists from different cultures.
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STUDIO’S CONVERSATION SERIES
JAFFA LAM
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Jaffa Lam

One Country Two Systems, One Bed
Two Dreams

2015, light box, recycled umbrella fabric
from Umbrella Movement, wood

Jaffa Lam
i

Jatfa Lam received her art education

in The Chinese University of Hong

Kong. She specialise in large-scale
site-specific works of mixed-media
sculptures and installations that
explores local culture, history, society
and current affairs.
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‘Studio Conversations’ is a series based on in-
depth conversations between Hong Kong-based
artists and Caroline Ha Thuc.

Stepping back from headline news and day-to-
day issues, they will freely debate about artin a
very wide sense, sharing new ideas, questioning
the process of creation and developing critical
thinking. The aim is also to try to reveal what
might lay behind an artwork: a diversity of
intentions, aborted projects, doubts, gestations...

Born in China in 1973 and migrated to Hong
Kong in 1985, Jaffa Lam is a creator of social
sculptures in the same mould as Joseph Beuys.
She argues for a socially aware and community-
based artand is as interested in creating
beautiful objects as she is in stimulating social
relationships. Working hand in hand with
local communities and actively engaged in the
education field, she represents one of the most
prominent figure of the Hong Kong art scene.

Caroline Ha Thuc: You came to Hong Kong from
China at the age of 12. What led you to art?

Jaffa Lam: 1did not choose art, I just felt more
confident in studying it at school. At thattime, I
wanted to be the best, probably due to a lack of
recognition as a new migrant in the city. But
quickly realised that being the best in art did not
mean anything.

From the beginning, it seems that you favour
a socially conscious and community-based
art. Where does your social engagement come
from?

Social art has become ‘trendy’ and there is a
risk of confusion among all those new practices. I
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have worked in this direction for a very long time.
And at the beginning, I did not know that what
was doing was related to social engagement. As a
student, [ was just aware that my education fees
were supported by the Hong Kong government.
Therefore at a certain point, [ wished to pay back.
During SARS in 2003, I felt strongly the power of
collective sadness and anxiety, and I decided to
respond to this feeling. Shortly after moving to
Taiwan for an artistin-residency programme,
began to meet the people there, local people from
the neighbourhood: I needed to find an idea for my
work, at minimum cost. Looking for material in a
trash station, [ met the shopkeeper and started to
listen to his stories, and then stories from the local
community. [ realised how important to me it was,
to be able to pay attention to those people, and to
move outside the art circle. When [ came back to
Hong Kong, I began to connectlocal NGOs with
local and overseas artists. These NGOs had the
network but also the trust of the people, so they
were able to facilitate the connection between the
communities and the art world. At that time, there
were very few artists dealing with social issues.

Since 2009 you have been working with
an association of former workers of the
Hong Kong textile industry who were made
redundant during the recession. These
projects were undertaken under the shield
of what you called ‘Micro Economy’ project,
integrating closely garment and crate wood
workers in the production of artworks. What
did you aim at?

My idea was to raise people's awareness of
the process of production and of discard, and
to question the ‘useful’ and ‘useless’. It is also a
way to remind people about this working class,
which once upon a time supported the Hong Kong
economy.

What is your relationship with these women?
What is their own relation to art? How do they
define it?

They called me ‘Ms Lam’ in the beginning.
Now they call me ‘Ah Laam’. We share the life
experience of cooking, healthy diet, dating,
kids’ education... As I also have spenta lot of
time solving their family problems and various
headaches, they finally do believe that ‘artist’ is
not a stupid kind of profession. These experiences
change their vision of art. The daughter of a
seamstress has actually become one of my
current students. That shows how they perceive
contemporary art now.

Isn’t there a risk of paternalism in all these?

As we are in such a close relationship, [ never
worry about paternalism. They have the skills,
I have the ideas. So we have a clear division of
work and we do learn a lot from each other. [ used
to work in a local garment factory in the 1980s.
I guess it helped, as we share the same memory
of what the former garment and handicraft
industries in Hong Kong were.

When you present your work to the public,
how do you present them, and how do they
wish to be presented?

[ use ‘Jaffa LAM Collective’ rather than the term
of name. I treat them as collaborator/fabricators.
For the public interview, [ will show their picture
rather than mine. Some of the work will have their
label sewed. I never sign my name on work in my
own.

Do they realise you are ‘fighting’ for them to
be heard?
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Jaffa Lam
Starry night by day
2015, recycled umbrella fabric

I'm neither a fighter, nor a social activist. I
would not say that I am their voice out. But rather
that I treat them as one of the bridges to reach the
society/community. [ respect them as my working
partners. On the other hand, there are so many
groups being ignored by society... What [ do is
only raising attention to those ‘invisible’ people.

What would be then, for you, the difference
between an artist and a social activist?

I could not take the pressure to be a social
activist, and will not be good at it. I believe in
the division of labour. Everyone has expertise in
certain areas... | am using my own expertise and
position to bring art and social issues to new fields
and attention. For instance, opening property
developers to the idea of including ‘good’ artin
their projects.

Do you believe art can - or should - educate
people? In that case, do you wish to actboth
with the people you are working with, and the
general public?

Of course, for me art works hand in hand with
education. | am trying not to create art only for
art’s sake.

[ am expanding free art education for the public
through a monthly free art magazine writing and
weekly radio show, on top of my work as a teacher.
Yet I have no ambition to be a great educator, nor
do I have any specific vision about what a ‘good’
education could be. I guess it has to do more with
developing critical thinking so that everyone can
choose his or her own path.

Socially engaged art is often created at the
expense of its aesthetical dimension: the
process of the creation matters more than the
final ‘product’. How do you handle that?

I am concerned about aesthetics too, as this is
what people will remember. The outcome of our
process does matter: those tangible objects could
be perceived as the evidence of my practice. Itis
also how we differentiate ourselves from social
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Jaffa Lam

Dust Tree 1

2011, recycled crate wood,
abandoned chair, bulbs
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Jaffa Lam

Meditation Tent

2011, recycled umbrella fabric, sewing
team of the Hong Kong Women Workers’
Association

workers’ projects, as we care about the creative
process and the beauty of the work.

You mainly work with recycled materials, in
line with your commitment. How do you find
the material? Paradoxically, I found that it is
sometimes harder (or more expensive) to find
used material.

Yes, recycled material is sometimes more
expensive than new ones, and using it also often
requires more work. But the purpose is not to
find the cheapest way to create artwork. It is to
commit myself together with the workers and the
community, to create collaborative works. There
are plenty of secondary shops and [ know where
to find what I need. These materials have a strong
connection to my personal life experience as well,
since [ remember myself as a child wearing only
second-hand clothes.

Being socially and environmentally so deeply

engaged might bring it a lot of constraints to
your creativity. Where, or how, do you find the
way to renew yourself?

Yes, you are right. But I enjoy my path and
got my own luck. Always there are some
different projects knocking at my head and
pushing me to do something else. Yet,  must
say [ have to sometimes adapt myself, working
with the material I have. For instance, if there
are not enough umbrellas abandoned, and not
enough fabric, [ will try to be creative about
this lack, rather than buying new fabric. [ also
need to compromise when [ have to fulfil the
requirements of some public clients such as MTR
or property developers. | would face maintenance
issues, fire regulations, public complaints and
etc. The image of artworks made from recycled
material is still very negative. People worry about
the maintenance, and about the costs of it. They
do not perceive the educational dimension of the
work and continue to think short-term.

Staying away from the art marketis also for
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you a key issue. With your ‘Micro Economy ARitEEH —RAITE FifE

Project’, you have been developing an INEFRARZZFIE AILE S
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share the outcome of his or her work. After BE A S ER 2R R -

so many years, how would you evaluate it? B R AT
I have to confess, that I teach art. That means —F kAR

I sell ‘art knowledge’. From teaching three-year-

old years kids at the beginning, to now when I EUENIREHERES 4

am teaching various age-bracket students. That w5 &) /e s RR 1] o (R7EIRfE -

is the main way I could make money from art WA HEIS AR ?

knowledge selling. That is also an alternative

way to survive and make artas [ wish, staying {RERE—BLt T iE TARE

away from the market and sponsor purpose. TEiEEE MRS ER
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Working as a teacher is indeed a way to keep M*ﬂﬁﬁjﬁ‘k’%jglfﬂlkﬁ?f%
your independence. Do you think all artists TianE S ERRFIEHREIS
should rely on alternative income in order BB AR ESD
not to be corrupted by the market, and by its  —2k ik fEFEsET ANE. .. -

trends or fashion? -

I would say, that’s a way. But [ have to say, one HRAEZEMAOHE R LIRAR(R %)‘Eﬁ
needs to be committed as adevoted artteacher, L ° A8 REAS EII R ELE
Otherwise I do notsee the difference between — {&k#&3& 244l LIS MY AL T
teaching and selling art for the market. IR AR RIS ERE ?

[ treat my teaching as a life exploration,
learning experience from my students, from MEEP—FETE T@BHE
teaching, and research. Those elements enrich WhBRETE BV RO BT A BT

my art creation. For me, teaching isnota HIRZ c AR BEE NS
separate job. It’s part of my art career. S AE TS RS
Do you have any vision, any dream for the BRI
future?

My vision is that everyone whether poor or RERRBEMBAINSA
rich has proper art education. 2
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