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ANTONY HUEN
Look at the way we
complicate ourselves, shape
smooth hard surfaces, frame something
that gives, could collapse
if we’re not careful.
We pull strings
taut, construct ourselves, little puzzles,
we have no end. But then the breeze rustles
the copper beech, everything’s in bloom—
it could break our hearts.
Careful.
This stone is my anchor—
shimmering with tiny minerals,
beautiful in this light.
I must feel its heft
inside my palm, put my cheek
against its cool curve,
hold it close.
-

‘Spring (after Barbara Hepworth) (2007), Tamar Yoseloff
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Little deer, I’ve stuffed all the world’s diseases inside you.
Your veins are thorns
and the good cells are lost in the deep dark woods
of your organs.
As for your spine, those cirrus-thin vertebrae
evaporate when the sun comes out.
Little deer too delicate for daylight,
your coat of hailstones is an icepack on my fever.
Are you thirsty?
Rest your muzzle against the wardrobe mirror
and drink my reflection –
the room pools and rivers about us
but no one comes
to stop my bed from sliding down your throat.
-

‘The Little Deer’ (2010), Pascale Petit
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Where are you going? To work? I'm watching you.
You cannot get away. I have been trained
To notice things. But all will be explained
And you will know why it is necessary
To follow you like this. In the meantime, carry
On as usual, do what you would normally do.
You catch the tram? I'll sit behind you where
You will not find me. I see your every move.
Believe me when I say you would approve
Such thoroughness and objectivity.
So this is the route you take across the city.
The tram goes rattling on. You touch your hair
Before you stand and walk off down the street.
Your hair is swinging loosely. The snow breaks
My picture up. It needs a few more takes
To get this right. Your costume is correct
Historically speaking? They will expect
Immaculate appearances, discreet
Camera angles, convincing details. Please
Co-operate with me and turn your head,
Smile vacantly as if you were not dead
But walked through parallel worlds. Now look at me
As though you really meant it. I think we could be
Good for each other. Hold it right there. Freeze.
-

from ‘The Photographer in Winter’ (1986), George Szirtes
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show me a photograph
of a woman with her children
and some words will emerge:
oceans of joy, armfuls of anxiety.
we have taught ourselves
to see love in these moments,
bread and fish in the oven,
an ironing board, a generic handbag.
i see that woman with her things
worth their weight in wrinkles
as she puts away folded clothing
in quiet drawers, plates in cupboards.
love repeats itself: her reward
is a loyal image of her boy
while the daughter steals away,
looking for new fish to catch.
-

‘mother and children’ (2016), Eddie Tay
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EDDIE

TAY

end of tunnel
i am tired of metaphors with ants
crawling like an efficient army above
and to the side of a head
of branch felled from a tree
i realise i have to learn
to write another way
perhaps with a spear of light
writing with light
so i could crawl
out of a private tunnel
of a vision
with some practice
the roof of the tunnel
becomes the ceiling of my mouth
and the ground the floor of my tongue
the walls the inside of my cheeks
only then will i be a spit
of myself walking away
free at last from the tunnel
from words drifting like dead leaves
(Tay, Dreaming Cities, 58-59)
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On Looking, Acting and Thinking Otherwise
Is it possible for a camera to be regarded as a tool for preserving one’s autonomy? Time and
again, I come back to this series of images taken in Singapore:

Public housing in Singapore is managed by the Housing and Development Board (HDB), a
statutory board of the Ministry of National Development. Singaporean citizens could purchase
these new and subsidized flats directly from the government provided they meet various
criteria. The housing policies are generally pro-family, pro-marriage and heteronormative.
Given that about 80- 85% of Singaporeans live in public housing, you can see, then, how
Singapore reinforces its middle-class, pro-capitalist and multicultural ethos on its populace.
Public housing is in many ways an ideological state apparatus. In films such as Eric Khoo’s
12 Storeys, and Jack Neo’s Money No Enough and I Not Stupid, HDB flats are symbols of
middle-class, cookie-cutter culture.
It is easy to portray public housing in such a way, but I want to suggest that there is a potential
for transformation and newness as well out of a homogenous and typified existence:
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A tree could explode against the facade of a HDB flat, signifying life, disruption and change.
Public housing, and by extension, most urban spaces are functions of organized and rational
thought that slots people into heteronormative and stratified social classifications. We are
always interpellated as consumers, committed citizens, and workers. I am also reminded of
Simmel’s point that
[t]he deepest problems of modern life derive from the claim of the individual to
preserve the autonomy and individuality of his existence in the face of overwhelming
social forces, …of external culture, and of the technique of life. (Simmel 409)
The act of writing poetry and the practice of street photography is such that the urban space
can also be a background for another way of looking, thinking, and acting. How may we look,
act and think otherwise?
I wish to highlight the following passage by James Elkins:
Every field of vision is clotted with sexuality, desire, convention, anxiety, and
boredom, and nothing is available for full, leisurely inspection. Seeing is also
inconstant seeing, partial seeing, poor seeing, and not seeing, or to put it as
strongly as possible…seeing involves and entails blindness; seeing is also
blindness. (Elkins The Object Stares Back 95)
I want to be able to see my blindness, or to know there are things I am looking at but do not
see. Is the following photograph about commodity fetishism, about the power of brands in
conferring and confirming one’s station in life? Or is it about a gaze that is appropriative, in
which street photography seeks its vengeance on advertising photography, subjecting its
persuasive power to critique? Advertising photography is a work of art, in as much as the
viewing of advertising photography is also a work of critique. Again, I seek to be poetic, not
documentary. This is not a document that testifies to the power of commodity, but (I hope) a
poetic rendering of another way of seeing.

Poetry & the Visual Arts | Wednesday 10 October 2018 | A Cha Reading

8

Here, then, is the condition of street photography. It aspires to the condition of found
poetry in its search for the readymade scene. It is not the street scene that waits for
the arrival of the photographer, but the photographer who designates the street as
such. Can one be persuaded that the scene in the above photograph is an everyday
scene?
The photographic subject above is a tantalizing figure. One peruses the newspapers
over breakfast at home or at a cha chaan teng. The newspaper reader, utterly at ease
and reposed on an office chair on a street pavement, is declaring that he owns the
streets. He refuses to obey the unspoken rules concerning public and private space,
concerning what is or is not done on the streets of Hong Kong. Has anyone said it is
wrong to be at ease, reading a newspaper like this in an office chair on a street
pavement? The street photographer aspires to this pose of reading at leisure.
The Fugitive Community
There is of course the possibility of a community within Hong Kong. One sees pockets
of micro-communities brought together by mutual interests. One might argue for a
fugitive space that is carved out of an otherwise public and commercial space. The
community is like the table - provisional, makeshift, tentative. This is friendship outside
a food stall. This is a space of concentration and familiarity.
At times, it seems like everything in Hong Kong is governed by the hegemony of
property ownership. A business lives and dies by its lease with its landlord. Middleclass families are made peripatetic in search of more affordable leasing contracts for
their flats, while the relatively less privileged are anchored down by routinized menial
work and highly-subsidized public housing.
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MICHAEL

O’ S U L L I V A N

Extract 1: Deleuze and Francis Bacon
Deleuze is at his most creative in finding his images for thought in artists such as Proust and
the Irish artist Francis Bacon. The "line" in art is a case in point for him. Michelangelo, he
writes, gives us a "power that stems directly from the manual space" - the space of manual
strokes - which is equivalent to the "moment in which the body exceeds the organism or
makes it fall apart". It becomes a question of how manual strokes "bring power to catastrophe
or let "radical fragility" show through (105) - Bacon refers to this as the vulnerability of the
body in focusing on the spine of one of Degas's bathers. Deleuze highlights those moments in
painting where the "form collapses", just as he privileges that moment when representation
collapses or explodes under the pressures of the unrepresentable. Such moments he writes are
"inseparable from a fall". An accident opens up a space between two planes which is "where
the fall occurs" (109). He describes Bacon's diagrams - his grids - as "zones of catastrophe"
(111). He says that painting can give you a sense of the haptic when there is no "longer a
strict subordination in either direction, [...] when sight discovers in itself a specific function
of touch that is uniquely its own, distinct from its optical function" (125). An artist then starts
with a figurative form, a grid or diagram intervenes and "scrambles it and a form completely
different in nature emerges from the diagram, which is called the Figure" (125). Perhaps the
new humanities must learn from Deleuze's description of the work of the artist and use this as
an image for thought. Must the western humanities be scrambled by incorporating the Asian
humanities into its Fold, must it willingly accept its fall, its radical fragility, and in doing so
emerge reconstituted? So, as with Bacon's Painting [Three Studies of Lucian Freud] the
diagram has introduced "formless forces" throughout the painting". Everything, Deleuze
writes, can be done "inside the same form" (127). So in Painting as in the humanities "one
starts with the intentional or sketched-out figurative form. One scrambles it from one contour
to the other, like a gray that spreads itself everywhere [...] it is the coloured gray out of which
new relations will emerge (broken tones) [not a linearity or a narrative] that are completely
different from the relations of resemblance. And these new relations of broken tones produce
a more profound resemblance, a nonfigurative resemblance for the same form, that is a
uniquely figural Image". This is Bacon's program, to "produce resemblances with
nonresembling means" (127). Deleuze writes that "we witness the revelation of the body
beneath the organism, which makes organisms and their elements crack or swell, imposes a
spasm on them, and puts them into relation with forces" (129). However, before the cracking,
swelling and spasm there is a witnessing and before the new humanities swells and cracks
there must also be an awareness of fall and a recognition of radical fragility. Perhaps the most
pressing radical fragility in society today is inequality, what Picketty, Stiglitz and others say
is at aggressive levels internationally, and for Stiglitz is at levels in Hong Kong consistent
with that found in dysfunctional societies. Therefore, the cracking or swelling may have
already begun and one thing we can do is employ Deleuze's images for thought to re-imagine
the new humanities between western and eastern humanities as a movement from which new
relations will emerge that are completely different from any "relations of resemblance" we
have known. However, one wonders why Deleuze, Foucault and Derrida always speak of the
essential fissuring, dislocation or fall that must occur first; perhaps by adhering to the soft
and the weak as Chinese scholarship reminds us, the cracking need not be so painful.
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Extract 2: Leonardo Da Vinci
In the of summer of 2003 there was an exhibit of newly displayed works by Leonardo da Vinci at
the Louvre running from the 8th of May to the 14th of July. The website and brochure for the
exhibition informs us that it was the first dedicated to Leonardo da Vinci for more than 50 years.
The exhibition, which as the blurb also tells us, “was to exhibit all the facets of this multiple genius
[my emphasis]” presenting the viewer with 130 drawings, 88 of which were by Leonardo and
with the 12 manuscripts housed at the bibliothèque de l'Institut de France, loaned for the first
time since 1952. The exhibition was sold to the public through a brochure fronted by an edited
version of Leonardo’s silverpoint study for his Madonna Lutti today housed in St. Petersburg.
This beautiful drawing contains another silverpoint drawing or doodle in the bottom left corner
of an elderly nude man with an erection. The eyes of the virgin which stare lovingly into the eyes
of the baby Jesus that she has suckling her breast in the finished painting (which incidentally
possesses little of Leonardo’ elegant craftsmanship today as it has been overpainted on two
occasions) stare, in this preparatory drawing, onto the head of the old man with the erection.
Our contemporary “museum anchorage,” to use Scaheffer’s phrase, that quantity which has now
become a “constitutive element of the work of art” however, decapitates this elderly nude in
seeking to sell Leonardo to the public. The cropped version of the drawing on the Louvre
brochure keeps only a few lines from the top of the old man’s head. A wider inspection of
Leonardo’s sketches, including the many male nudes for his John the Baptist and his frequent
juxtaposition of elderly men with androgynous younger men, together with his own sexual
preferences, might suggest where the beautiful was located for Leonardo in this drawing. It is
also highly conceivable, if we compare the pose of this elderly nude to that of the unfinished St.
Jerome, that it was a preparatory sketch for this larger piece. We would then have two
preparatory drawings on one sheet, and it is interesting that is was only the unfinished St. Jerome
that Laoenardo would keep with him at his own house. Leonardo was working on the St. Jerome
at about the same time that he would have sketched this head of a girl. In a list of his works
drawn up in his notebooks about 1482 he set down “certain figures of St. Jerome,” which
suggests that there were several preparatory sketches for the unfinished St.Jerome. Robert
Wallace tells us in The World of Leonardo that Jerome was interested “in too many forbidden
things,” (34) and that “the thirst for knowledge was Jerome’s great temptation, as it was
Leonardo’s”. Wallace states that in the painting Jerome “appears to be trying to batter that
temptation out of his soul”. It would be quite ironic then that a preparatory sketch for Jerome
the “self-flagellist” would present him with an erection. Wallace also states that Leonardo’s
doodles and profile heads may represent, what he describes as “the confrontation of grace and
imagination on one hand and the stern discipline of scientific naturalism on the other” already
appearing to understand where “grace” is located for Leonardo. The Louvre’s decapitation and
cropping would also perhaps be suggestive of where it’s specific style of “museum anchorage”
locates such “grace”. I would like to consider this juxtaposition of images in what we might call
Leonardo’s preparatory “Madonna with erection” as an attempt by Leonardo to do in
draughtsmanship what Proust more explicitly presents in his own works, an attempt to present
the viewer with a work that self-consciously offers itself as aesthetic theory within an artwork of
the same medium. Leonardo tell us himself in his Trattato della Pittura or Treatise on Painting that
“there is such an infinite number of forms and actions of things that the memory is incapable of
preserving” and “therefore you should keep those sketches as your patterns and teachers”
(Wallace 130). Leonardo stresses for his painting, as he writes himself, “the putting [of] several
scenes in the same composition” [what Valery decsribes as Leonardo’s attention to the “brute
unity and thickness of the world]” (Wallace 133) something evident in his Adoration of the Magi
where, as Wallace informs us, Leonardo “included the whole sweep of humanity” and not the
customary iconographic composition. Marco Rossi says it is the first “true representation of the
Epiphany” through its revolutionary “naturalistic treatment of a religious theme” (Rossi 32). In a
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similar manner the naturalistic treatment of this preparatory Madonna should be viewed in its
preserved state. Leonardo’s sketches both teach and question the confines of gallery culture, that
component which Schaeffer informs us is unique in being a consititutive element of the plastic
arts. This exhibition that we are told is “devoted to the work of this multiple genius” contained
at least 5 of the 15 rooms devoted to the School of Leonardo and the exhibition culminated in
an “artist’s impression,” a digital projection of what the Last Supper would look like had it not
been painted in the fresco style, or in other words if it was not the The Last Supper. Aesthetic
theory’s attempts to design overarching discourses, together with the power of gallery culture,
very oiften disallow the public from engaging with those moments of aesthetic commentary by
the artist working in and through their favoured media.

Extract 3: Seamus Heaney and Louis Le Brocquy
I

II

Some day I will go to Aarhus
To see his peat-brown head,
The mild pods of his eye-lids,
His pointed skin cap.

I could risk blasphemy,
Consecrate the cauldron bog
Our holy ground and pray
Him to make germinate

In the flat country near by
Where they dug him out,
His last gruel of winter seeds
Caked in his stomach,

The scattered, ambushed
Flesh of labourers,
Stockinged corpses
Laid out in the farmyards,

Naked except for
The cap, noose and girdle,
I will stand a long time.
Bridegroom to the goddess,

Tell-tale skin and teeth
Flecking the sleepers
Of four young brothers, trailed
For miles along the lines.

She tightened her torc on him
And opened her fen,
Those dark juices working
Him to a saint's kept body,

III

Trove of the turfcutters'
Honeycombed workings.
Now his stained face
Reposes at Aarhus.

Something of his sad freedom
As he rode the tumbril
Should come to me, driving,
Saying the names
Tollund, Grauballe, Nebelgard,
Watching the pointing hands
Of country people,
Not knowing their tongue.
Out here in Jutland
In the old man-killing parishes
I will feel lost,
Unhappy and at home.
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