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Our 60-second friendship begins now (artists: Sampson Wong and Jason Lam), an artwork commissioned by the fifth “L
Scale Public Media Art Exhibition” held in May 2016, was dismantled five days after the exhibition opening. The exhibition
was presented by the Hong Kong Arts Development Council (HKADC) and curated by independent curator ir%i'ne Ha
Thuc. A “Joint Statement” issued bearing HKADC letterhead, co-signed by Caroline Ha Thuc and Ellen Pag '@e hairman
of the Film and Media Art Group of HKADC and chair of the Advisory Committee of the exhibitiqayannounced the
decision and proclaimed that “the disrespect demonstrated by the artists against the original agreemefl¢ and understanding

made with the curator and HKADC is jeopardizing our profession and put at risk any future @i ility to work further
r

»l

in the public space.”” Wong and Lam argued that they had never changed the title of the a@oo while the curator had
always been informed of the content (one-minute video of countdown, in seconds, to ] ; 2047, to be projected upon
the facade of International Commercial Center [ICC] for a period of time during whi ] Zhang Dejiang, Chairman of the
Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, visited Hong Kong). The arﬁsg attributed the withdrawal to political
censorship. Yet neither party produced any document or proof for their respectivqg@tement. The curator remained silent and
did not explain further subsequent to the Joint Statement.” None of the H C staff involved responded or commented

\

publically on the incident except in the earlier responses to media inqui@ t HKADC “did not participate in the discussion
P

of works.” The incident triggered heated discussion in the art sectord\ ractitioners, critics and art administrators voiced
out varied opinions on areas including consensus and censorshi@t in public space, the trust between artists and curators,
ibi

political expression and professional ethics, the role and responsibility of funding organizations, the operational experience of

o
artistic protests in Hong Kong, and the maturity of instituti@a condition and discursive language of its handling.

Yy

e Local news coverage and online news portal. E X ails, please refer to Chinese version.
e Statement issued by Hong Kong Arts Develghment Council (HKADC)

e Sampson Wong’s Facebook statements X,
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On Ma o
May 17 QJ‘Q

Information: <

Sampson Wong and JasOl Lam’s artwork Our 60-second friendship begins now debuted its appearance on the facade of
International Co ial Center (ICC) from the evening of this day. This artwork was part of the fifth Large-Scale Public
Media Art Exhﬂi}lon themed “Human Vibration,” curated by Caroline Ha Thuc, held from May 18 to June 22, 2016.

Participant&&luded two overseas artists, Laurent Mignonneau (France) and Christa Sommerer (Austria), and six local

1 “Joi %}atement,” HKADC, May 22, 2016
G@Aarch 2017, Caroline Ha Thuc published a blog titled “Art should remain free” at Art Asia Pacific, which was her first public response
t

er issuing the Joint Statement. She wrote, “It is indeed essential for me to insist that this decision had nothing to do with the artwork’s
content, and thus did not represent any censorship. This decision was made to condemn the unprofessional attitude of the artists, who
used the contractual framework of a large public festival for self-serving purposes.” On February 2017, the artist Sampson Wong protested
at another exhibition (titled “Carnival”) curated by Caroline Ha Thuc. The exhibition, presented by Amnestry International Hong Kong,
was themed “Defend freedom of expression through art”. See: https://www. thestandnews.com/art/icc {880 7 B N\ T 3F A\ HE 4l 2 - 2
M7 5 3 T4 Bl A48 23575 B/, accessed July 14, 2017
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artists, Isaac Chong Wai, Jaffa Lam Laam, Sampson Wong, Jason Lam, Cédric Maridet, and Kingsley Ng Siu-king. Their
interactive media artworks at various locations in Hong Kong “encourage the public to experience the invisible frequencies

and also question their impact on our daily lives.” Our 60-second friendship begins now consists of six segments of videos, one of

&

On May 18 Q)

which is a nine-digit high-speed real-time countdown to July 1, 2047.

One of the artists, Sampson Wong was interviewed by the media on a day which fell on the period when Zha@é Dejiang,
Chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, visited Hong Kong. Wong expres at he wished
o “take the opportunity to use the largest screen in Hong Kong [...] to produce a large-scale countdow ck of 2047, with
reference to the countdown practice before 1997.” Wong said that “ICC required to preview the art@%k and stressed that
anything related to politics is not acceptable.” He did not reveal his true purpose to ICC, claim.ingﬁhat “the artwork was an
homage to Wong Kar-wai’s film Days of Being Wide. The submission got through the review&& month (i.e. April 2016).”
Wong confessed in the interview that “when he chose to publicize the hidden message of #ig-artwork he was psychologically
prepared that the artwork may be removed from the exhibition before its end date."“QQ

Upon the release of the media interview, a spokesperson of the Sun Hung Kai &perties, ICC developer, said, “The fifth
Large-Scale Public Media Art Exhibition currently showcased on the facad CC was presented by the Hong Kong Arts
Development Council. The Leisure and Cultural Services Department ( }Qs), ICC and K11 malls are venues partners. ICC
had not participated in the selection process; all related procedures an&review were handled by HKADC.”’

On May 19 &\Q

o
Sampson Wong published an article on the Stand News, i ?Why showing countdown of 2047 on the facade of ICC?” The
text read, “From the evening of May 17 to June 22, , the ‘Add Oil Team’ will display the remaining seconds to July 1,
2047 on the fagade of International Commercia er (ICC), the tallest building in Hong Kong [...] Countdown machine,
a public media artwork appearing on the fa &%

ded in another exhibited artwork.” °

ICC will be projected for one minute on the above mentioned dates [...]

Countdown machine is a creative endeavor j Q

On the same day, HKADC respondsgf) media inquiry, saying that “The fifth Large-Scale Public Media Art Exhibition is
presented by HKADC. The curr
by Sampson Wong and ]asorQ‘b’n Inspired by Wong Kar-wai’s film Days of Being Wide, the artwork calls on the audience

work showcased on the fagade of ICC, Our 60-second friendship begins now is created

to cherish every momqu@ artistic message is delivered through a numeric count down. Hidden message, if any, is the
artist’s personal interpfﬁta ion and does not represent the stand of HKADC. The exhibition is curated by independent curator

3 Exhibition o c(i;l)website: http://www.mediaarts.hk/?’c=mediaarts&lang=tc&edition
News cov Y Hong Kong Economic Times A20, May 19, 2016
News e, am730 A51, May 19, 2016
New &, erage, Ta Kung Pao B15, May 19, 2016

overage, Stand News, May 18, 2016. http://www.thestandnews.com/art/ 5REETTEHH#E -icc FMigEI%L 2047- 2T R - WL A H4ER
Ji& /, accessed July 4, 2017.

News coverage, Stand News, May 18, 2016. http://www.thestandnews.com/art/ SREZVL##E -icc AMEEIH 2047- 2T K - I H R
5500 B /, accessed July 4, 2017.
News coverage, Ming Pao Daily A04, May 19, 2016

6 News coverage, Stand News, May 19, 2016. https://www. thestandnews.com/politics/ Z I 7E icc L JB/R 2047 HIEIELRE[H /, accessed July 4,
2017.
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Caroline Ha Thuc. The direction, content, participating artists and their artworks have all been proposed by the curator.
HKADC had not met the artists to discuss their artworks. All venue sponsors were aware of and accepted the content of the

exhibited works and exhibition plan. The program will take place as scheduled tonight.””

On May 22 Q
n May QQO

A statement bearing HKADC letterhead and co-signed by Caroline Ha Thuc and Ellen Pao, Chairman of Film and @ Art
Group of HKADC, stated that Our 60-second friendship begin now by Sampson Wong and Jason Lam would be re%ved from
the exhibition. The statement said, “After the opening ceremony of the Exhibition held on May 18, 2016, @%sts changed
the title and statement of their work (now renamed Countdown machine [2016]), and publicized t sé&anges, without
consulting the curator nor HKADC. Carrying out an exhibition, or a festival, is a teamwork based @) Confidence between
the artists, the curator, the institutions and partners who are supporting the project. We trust th¢r®, exists a mutual respect
between HKADC, the curator, artists and collaboration partners, and such respect is coupled@h professional practice. We
do believe in the freedom of artistic expression, and do support our artists. Yet, the disrespect demonstrated by the artists
against the original agreement and understanding made with the curator and HKADC@@)pardizing our profession and put at

risk any future possibility to work further in the public space.”

<
Qfo
On May 23 . Q
\
Sampson Wong posted a response on his personal Facebook page, tit@d)“We demand that ADC revoke the ungrounded
statement, and terminate arbitrary removal of the artwork,” Which&&,‘

1. The curator is in full knowledge of the content o%i%e exhibited artwork. No changes have been made in
the artwork since April. (,\-'

From February 2016 onwards, the exfijbition curator is in full knowledge that the image shown
during the last minute of “Our 6 .ﬁi friendship begins now”, which lasts for 9°30” in total, is the
countdown of July 1, 2047 in nds. She understands thoroughly that our biggest wish in designing
this 9°30” artwork is to dighlay the countdown image. On April 3, 2016, we confirmed with the
curator the title and couept of the artwork’s final version. After that, no changes have been made.
On April 28, ZOléKﬁubmitted the 9°30” video of the final “Our 60-second friendship begins now”
artwork. Since %’, we have not been able to alter the content of the artwork either. At that point, the
artwork lete on our part. In fact, all publications, online information and textual materials

Telateg/t’ﬁ‘ the exhibition are released by the organizer. It is not in our power to change any information
Te

ing the artwork.
Z@Coumdown Machine” and “Our 60-second friendship begins now” cannot be the same artwork.
ﬁ&x The “Add Oil Team” formed by our friends and us started an artwork and campaign called “Countdown

et

Machine” on May 18, 2016. This artwork consists of a website and a one-minute online clip. This

one-minute clip is extracted from the last minute of another video that recorded the display of “Our

7 News coverage, Stand News, May 18, 2016. http://www.thestandnews.com/art/ TR EEVLHHE -icc FMMEIBE 2047~ 28497 5K - [ s H 4R
551 & & /, accessed July 4, 2017

8 “Joint Statement,” HKADC, May 22, 2016
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60-second friendship begins now” in Central. “Countdown Machine” is related to “Our 60-second
friendship begins now”, but the former is at best an interpretation— hence re-creation—of the latter; or
the former can be said to be embedded in the latter. “Countdown Machine” cannot in any way alter the

title and concept of “Our 60-second friendship begins now,” which is an artwork lasting for 9'30”.
3. The reason to remove the artwork is ungrounded. Attempts at banning interpretation limit freedom of Q‘Q

o)

4. HKADC'’s unjustified and arbitrary removal of artwork endangers the arts sector. «2&0

expression.

5. HKADC’s statement and decision has made a scandal, and should thus be withdrawn.’

Wong Chau-sang Anthony, then HKADC Member, denounced the behavior of the two artists'@t only insulting to the
Council but also a violation of the code of ethics, misleading the decision of artwork re into an act of censorship.
Another HKADC Member Leung Sung-yum said that no internal meeting had been h@ regarding this incident. Leung
respected the decision as he believed the HKADC had been prudent in handling@%r matter; he promised to keep an
eye on the subsequent development of the incident as it drew the society’s atten@'on to the integrity of artists. According
to Chan Han-pan, Member of Panel on Home Affairs of LegCo and DAB men@(p, it was the artist’s freedom to express his
own opinion, yet he should not take advantage of HKADC to express sonal views in a manner Wthh violated the

regulations. Chan also pointed out that the artist’s dishonest behavior c@ e art sector its public image."

Response published online from the art community mostly sho &mpassmn to the artists and challenged the decision of
HKADC." Community artists Him Lo issued an open letter -the HKADC, “hoping to discuss so a reasonable reply could

be solicited.” He questioned (1) On what ground did th DC, as a government organization that was committed to the

approach the arts? What would the arts stand for it lost its room for imagination and the possibility of thinking through

development of art, made the decision of pulling the aE; out from the exhibition? From what perspective did the HKADC
different perspectives? (2) How could we, th ractltloners trust that HKADC was capable of promoting local arts in a
healthy environment considering its approa@ in handling artwork in this incident? (3) Was the decision an independent
one that involved no political censorsh@, 4) Would this incident trigger the HKADC to tighten the grips on freedom of

exhibiting artwork in public space?”'?

,&\
Qe

Q@Q

9 Sampson Wdfig's personal Facebook statement

10 News QO‘% e, hk01, May 23, 2016

11 Lai ~wai. “You cannot blame others for your own slip up.” (in Chinese). Stand News, May 23, 2016. https://www.thestandnews.com/

ics/ H O HEERBEATEA /, accessed July 4, 2017

Cﬁt Chow. “Breach of agreement — an unwarranted charge.” (in Chinese). Stand News, May 23, 2016. https://www.thestandnews.com/
politics/ /A4 HIFE S - % 1k /, accessed July 4, 2017
Chung Lok-wai. “The protest in community arts: Korea’s experience.” (in Chinese). Stand News, May 23, 2016. https://www.thestandnews.
com/international/ R AR ZEAMTAY S BT - R 1 #8555 /, accessed July 4, 2017

12 Him Lo, “An open letter to HKADC.” (in Chinese) Stand News, May 23, 2016. http://www.thestandnews.com/politics/ {8 B = 4 - & 4%
a5 SR 1 A BATS /, accessed July 4, 2017
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On May 24

The media widely covered the incident.”” HKADC responded to media inquiries, asserting that “the removal was the decision
of the curator and the chairman of the Film and Media Arts Group of this Council after careful consideration.” HKADC re-
affirmed that “the artists’ interpretation of the artwork as a ‘countdown machine’ deviated from the creative concept@
previously submitted and this violated the agreement the artists had with the curator and the Council. The decisio@ ot

»l4

Columnist Vivienne Chow published an article in QUARTZ and quoted Caroline Ha Thuc’s words from hé&D conversation

involve political consideration.

that “amid the visit of Zhang Dejiang, the artists suddenly reduced the artwork to a straight-forward political statement.
The artists did not respect the rules. [...] There are rules when it comes to private sponsorship for theatts. The incident has

sparked further debates concerning freedom of artistic expression in Hong Kong.”" {\,

9 . . . . . . . 16
More voices emerged as discussion is on the rise online: some continued to show support @Qﬂ‘le artists, = some analyzed the
controversy of the change of the name and concept of the artwork,'” some discussed tia ractual and working trust between

the artist and the curator,'® some questioned the review procedure and art censorship*and some reflected on the positioning

to take while criticizing the institution. *° QJ%QJ

\&‘0
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13 News coverage, Apple Daily A07, May 24, 2016 X
News coverage, Hong Kong Economic Times A20, May 24, 201%5’
News coverage, Hong Kong Economic Journal A12, May 2460 6

14 News coverage, Ming Pao Daily A14, May 24, 2016 ~° Q
15 Vivienne Chow. “Hong Kong wants to remain a &Qb arts hub while censoring political art”, QUARTZ, May 24, 2016

16 Wong Tin Yan. “What is the ICC architect ha toglFC that those two buildings are the F words addressing the CPC.” (in Chinese). Stand News,
May 24, 2016. https://www.thestandnews.c ulture/ WNAR -ifc- [A] -icc- SRS - WAL HR R S 4L 2 B E R4S /| accessed July 4, 2017
“Arts VS Politics: On the controversy moving ICC countdown machine.” (in Chinese). hkO1, May 28, 2016. http://www.hkO1.com/01
1BUH: /23106/-01 %% - 24l VS B e ICC- fEI Bk - BUFHE T SkFUlL , accessed July 4, 2017

17 Lee Chun-fung. “Discussing wj KADC - who has jeopardized the possibility of artwork display in public space?” (in Chinese). Stand
News, May 24, 2016. https:/fthidstandnews.com/ culture/politics/ B 25 %8 J5 i ME AH 5 fi S 26 78 3122 W] J 7R 25405 5 19 AT BB /, accessed
July 4, 2017 é
Chong Hong-ming. ‘@lear the mist of text, speech and political stand: what happened at ICC?” (in Chinese). Stand News, May 24, 2016.
https://thestandn. Jart/ EBHSCT - FE S - BUASOIS IR - FIE icc BB 3E £ (TH /, accessed July 4, 2017

18 Evelyn Char. “@ytical censorship? Professional consideration? Five points of reflections on the ‘countdown machine’.” (in Chinese). hkO1,
May 24, Z%’f\rhttp&//www.hk()l‘Com/Ol TG - BUAC AL 122656/ BUIG S8 7T - S35 2% B - BH A {5 S50 = 14 9 1 25 J0 3% | accessed July 4,
2017. , Q@J
Au-yeng Pung. “Stop the ‘2047 countdown machine’ incident. Instead of HKADC one should criticize Sun Hung Kai.” (in Chinese).
In dent Media, May 23, 2016. http://www.inmediahk.net/node/2047-0, accessed July 4, 2017.

@Qy eung. “A couple observations on the removal of artwork of ‘Human Vibration.”” (in Chinese). Stand News, May 24, 2016. https://
www.thestandnews.com/art/ BSEILHR - TE 1E & B T B #R %R /, accessed July 4, 2017
Andre Chan. “An artist-led farce.” (in Chinese). Stand News, May 24, 2016. https://www.thestandnews.com/art/ {8| Ui (4 - Zifiy 5 13
HI R /, accessed July 4, 2017

20 Brian Yu. “An artist’s lies.” (in Chinese). hkO1, May 25, 2016. https://www.hkO1.com/01 1H&F - BUAEAL 122694/ BB 1 - 24T K5
S IBIT , accessed July 4, 2017.
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On May 28

The curator-led guided tour prescheduled for the evening of May 28 was cancelled. No further arrangement of rescheduling

QQQO.

Ellen Pao posted a personal response on the Stand News in the name of the elected Chairman of the Film and e%ia Arts
Group of HKADC. She stated that the response did not concern Caroline Ha Thur or HKADC, though sh@'g’ormed both
out of respect. The response said, &

“I must make it clear that, as far as I know, ICC or HKADC did not impose any political pressure4 They did not request to

2
was announced.

On May 30

remove the ‘work’. The decision of removal was jointly made by myself and the curator Caroline %;,&F uc.

Since the ‘work’ attracted continuous public attention, I have actively communicated ﬂ@\ the artist Sampson Wong, the
curator Caroline Ha Thuc and the HKADC to figure out the controversy within. Jit & end, as pointed out in the ‘Joint
Statement,” the curator Caroline Ha Thuc and I believed that the artists do not fi emonstrate their professionalism. The
change they made to the ‘work’ deviated from what they stated in the original@cpoposal and they did not appropriately and
fully communicate with HKADC. C;é\

In my judgement, it is unprofessional for an artist to make sudd% changes to his artwork and publicized the change
without informing the curatorial team. The success of an exhikht %Qdepends upon the mutual trust grounded on consensus
and contractual conditions among the stakeholders. Obvioysly, the action of the artists and its consequence betrayed the
team’s trust. The curatorial team was left in a difficultﬁﬂr&}?on. We had no chance to duly discuss this ‘new’ work under

the circumstance at the time. Therefore, we cannotén rse a work that is not created under mutually agreed exhibition

principles. . Q

The incident caused emotional reaction fr g\'[he society, mostly distress. The current outcome reflected an unsatisfied

arrangement during this process in which<dhartwork could have actualized its influence. I have to make a clear statement and

apologize for my inadequacy in dealin&&d h this incident and in achieving a timely and appropriate communication.””

On May 31 "b”(&

Sampson Wong posted onse on his personal Facebook page. He challenged that “is it appropriate for a curator to tell
an artist that there fﬂ\be ‘no politics’?” He expressed that he held dear social values beyond arts, and that he had spent the
past five years eQﬁ?&g in art protest that concerned urban space and art circle. He claimed that it is anti-arts and ethically
ungrounded to{ea on the professional morals when it clashed with the ideal of arts and social responsibilities.”

,'QQNOQ

S
21 Facebook Group Page of the exhibition: https://www.facebook.com/mediaartshk/posts/1736210066667953, accessed July 4, 2017

22 News coverage, Stand News, May 30, 2016

23 Sampson Wong’s personal Facebook statement
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On top of the public responses made by the key-concerned in May, the discussion continued on with individuals in the art
circle expressing their views.”* Director of the Master of Arts in Cultural Management of the Chinese University of Hong
Kong and veteran curator Ho Hing-kay Oscar referred to the incident as “unlikely a political censorship. It reflected t%
conflicts on artistic expression and interpretation as well as professional respect between the curator and the artist. [({J"An

%‘molder

is due.”” Art administrator Ray Leung pointed out that the incident revealed the fragile trust between curat(@, d artists,

exhibition is more than the activities of artists. It is rather a work of the team, thus respect for every professional sta

which may lead to reduced interest of the presenters to showcase artworks or more restriction impos participating
artists. He said, “At the moment, the negative PR impact utterly outweighs the positive impact of a hg“g/h—quality public art
exhibition.”*® Independent curator Yeung Yang contended that the incident offered a valuable op%tglity for learning how

to debate competing common goods: in this case, with art being staked out to find its place in so'g,éy should one cling onto

professionalism and the established hierarchy of power and values or work to open up and reégotiated the latter in order to

seek adequately deliberated common goods?*’ Qx
Cb
<
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24 Tang Siu-wa. “Art and politics, exclusion and co; ®}7 the ‘Countdown machine’ incident in Hong Kong.” (in Chinese). The Reporter,
May 30, 2016. https://www.twreporter.org/a/opiniig—counting‘down—loéﬂ, accessed July 4, 2017.
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accessed July 4, 2017
Ho Hing-kay Oscar. “Think about t am when protesting with the arts.” (in Chinese). Initium, June 1, 2016. https://www.theinitium.
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