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ABSTRACT

Traces of an Invisible City (2016) presents urban space in Hong
Kong as a vivid showcase of the hidden logics of globalization
and capitalism, and of the historical changes currently
occurring in world cities. It examines a series of urban
landscapes in Hong Kong to illustrate the tension among

their visual existence, function, and ownership, and how the
city’s public space has been constructed, used, owned, and
interpreted. Public spaces, which are primary loci where public
life happen, are regarded here as nodal points that connect
the city’s past, present and future. The film contains three
chapters that are parallel to but interwoven with each other:
global, local, and divided space. “The exhibition” observes

Art Basel, one of the largest art fairs in the world, held at
Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition Center in an inside-out
manner — through the architecture’s space and function, the
visitors and the post-usage conditions of the space to reveal its
symbolic and literal void. “The Streets” explores the dramatic
transformations of Hong Kong's public space in recent

years, blended with flashbacks of history. “The North Side”
juxtaposes the Hong Kong-Shenzhen division area in their
visual reversal, where Hong Kong's agricultural landscape
became a spectacle from the rapidly urbanized side of the
socialist China.
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After a long negotiation with Deng Xiaoping
about Hong Kong's future in 1984, Margaret
Thatcher stumbled and fell on the stairs
in front of the Great Hall of the People in
Beijing. Many people interpreted this as a
symbolic crash of the old imperialist empire
against a new rising power. We end our film
with the footage of Thatcher’s fall along with
her own explanation of the accident in an
interview in Hong Kong.

This issue is important because it

divulges a most universal state of conflicts
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in identity formation, population flow and

spatial justice in global cities. Hong Kong
is a unique but also universal case in many
ways. It is unique because, probably first
time in world history, a capitalist Hong
Kong was integrated into a “Communist”
China. However, this unique situation also
echoes with conflicts between the local
and the national, the local and the global
elsewhere in the contemporary period. The
question, for example, of how to redefine

nation in postcolonial circumstances, of how
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the Cold War binary mentality still takes
firm hold of ideologies today, and of how
social inequalities and disorders brought

by neo-liberalism in Asia and all over the
world encounter local resistances can all be
illustrated in Hong Kong's case.

Traces of an Invisible City is a film
exploring the spatial factors of Hong Kong,
the postcolonial global city at a moment
of intense cultural conflicts and identity
crisis amid the torrents of localism and
cosmopolitanism. The film takes public
space as a lens to divulge Hong Kong's
anxieties at the moment. Public spaces,
which are primary loci where public life
happen, are regarded here as nodal points
that connect the city’s past, present and
future. Ackbar Abbas pointed out in his
book Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics
of Disappearance, “Architecture, because
it is always assumed to be somewhere, is
the first visual evidence of a city’s putative
identity.”" The argument can be also applied
to a more general category of space. In a
highly commercialized city like Hong Kong,
architectures are the most visible form of
capital, wealth and power. Moreover, public
spaces are the best manifestations of how
political, cultural and social struggles take
place. We see space a highly historicized
being. Space is anything but empty; it always
has a meaning or even myriad of meanings

and it is capable of producing meaning(s).
A Global City

The Chinese economic miracle in the
recent decade have cast shadows over Hong
Kong's status as the leading first-world city /
state in the region. Debates on Hong Kong
in recent years often focus on itself, on the
demise of its past glory in the late colonial
years, and increasing social inequality due
to the loss of manufacture industry and
housing speculation. There is the Hong Kong
under the fear of transition, from a “World

City” to a provincial city.
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Basel
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Kong Convention and
Exhibition Center,
where the 1997
Handover Ceremony
took place
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However, occasionally, stories happen
and Hong Kong surfaces and reminds us
its presence as a knot that intertwines
global forces. The Panama Papers leaked in
2016 showed us a map of money flow from
sovereign terrains to off-shore domains.
The most active regional headquarter
under Mossak Fonseca, where the largest
transactions took places, is in Hong Kong.
Something happens in Hong Kong, but the
stories are always about other places.

This is also the way how “invisible”
spaces in Hong Kong exist. Their physical
presence in the urban environment does
not reveal their real significance. They
are abstractly related to a chain of much
bigger scale that people from within cannot
perceive. The Chungking Mansions, a
building cluster with a generic semblance
looking from outside, offers space for Wong
Kar-wai’s cinematic imagination of an urban
ghetto of lost desires. In reality, it serves
as the pivot of third world trade, where
China-made clothes, cellphones, electronic
devices, watches, fake Adidas and Nikes,

etc., are assembled and redistributed to the
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vast countries of the global south.

In our film, we examine Art Basel Hong
Kong along with the history of the host site
— the Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition
Center (HKCEC). Completed in 1997, the year
of Hong Kong's handover to the People’s
Republic of China, the new wing of HKCEC
was built primarily to serve the handover
ceremony. The construction of a completely
new structure for holding the ceremony
can be read symbolically: for the handover
ceremony, the site shall not indicate any
apparent association or any memories of
the past that “might disrupt the carefully
choreographed symbolism of the resumption
of the exercise of sovereignty."m Thus, the
choice was to build the site on a piece of
brand new land — in this case a reclaimed
land, with no historical memory at all. Like
many other built in Hong Kong after 1997,
the design of the HKCEC new wing was only
future-oriented, without any involvement with
continuity of history or reference to the past.

Today, being oblivious to this highly
symbolic moment of its history, the building

opens its arms towards the global capital,
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with little interests engaging with its
surroundings. One of the major events it
hosts regularly is Art Basel Hong Kong, the
Asia node of the global Art Basel Franchise
and probably the most influential art fair in
East Asia. Every March, collectors, dealers,
gallerists, artists, etc., the same group of
people you see in Los Angeles, New York,
Dubai, Miami, London, etc., flood in for a
week. Art works change hands, while money
redistributes their flows. It is a non-place(D
that belongs to a global chain, an empty hub
of transience that only interchanges between
capitals that are possible to establish.

By revisiting the moment of handover in

the building at the end of the chapter, we
“revived” the memory of the non-place’s

history.

The Division Line and the Gaze

In the early years of British colonization
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of Hong Kong, there was no serious division
line control between the city and the
mainland. The divide of sovereignty did not
strictly restrict the mobility of people across
the line. In 1951, the Frontier Closed Area
was built. The division line also became a
symbolic frontier between the two rivalry
ideologies during the Cold War. Since then,
Lok Ma Chau, a rural wetland at the division
line of Hong Kong, closest to Shenzhen,
became a spot where one can gain a glimpse
of the mysterious closed China. In the 1970s,
on top of a small hill right outside the edge
of the Frontier Closed Area, aside the police
watching tower, a tourist pavilion was built
for local and foreign visitors to Hong Kong.
The pavilion provided a vantage point to
have a panoramic view of the buffer zone
and further into the vaguely visible but
inaccessible north side.

The handover of Hong Kong'’s sovereignty
to China in 1997 did not bring down the

division line. The buffer zone has been kept
to maintain the partition as the most visible
exemplar of Deng Xiaoping's “One Country
Two Systems” agenda. The division line is
much more open than before now though it
still helps to continue the division between
two different degrees of economic freedom
and legal environments, as well as between
a highly developed capitalistic city and an
unprecedented “socialist market economy.”
However, the buffer zone now forms an
odd visual contrast of landscape. Thanks to
its proximity to Hong Kong, Shenzhen was
among one of the earliest Special Economic
Zones since China’s opening up in 1978 and
within less than 20 years, it has transformed
from a small village to an affluent big city. As
a result, while the wetlands of Lok Ma Chau
stays almost the same like 50 years ago,
the surface of the ponds in the wetland are
now reflecting a spectacular city skyline of a

rapidly thriving cityscape of Shenzhen. The

VOLUME 5/ ISSUE 2/ APRIL 2017

~J © Traces of an

The French
anthropologist

Marc Augé coined
the phrase "non-
place” to refer to
anthropological
spaces of transience
where the human
beings remain
anonymous and that
do not hold enough
significance to be
regarded as "places”
in his book titled Non-
Places: Introduction
to an Anthropology
of Supermodernity
(1995). Examples of
non-places would
be motorways, hotel
rooms, airports and
shopping malls.
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Look into Shenzhen
from Lok Ma Chau
Tourists looking down
into Hong Kong from
the top of Diwang
Mansion, Shenzhen

gaze is now reversed back from the north
side to the south side: the first skyscraper
of Shenzhen, Diwang Mansion, stands on
the close edge of the division line. When it
was completed in 1995, a 360-degree sight-
seeing pavilion was opened on its top floor.
Domestic tourists from all over China now
amuse themselves by overlooking from a
highly urbanized socialist city to the rural
“backwater” of a former colony. The pavilion
further enhanced the narrative with a
permanent exhibition on the line’s history, as
well as a displayed wax sculpture restaging
the Deng-Thatcher meeting in 1984.
Through interweaving our observation
and found footages, the film attempts to
decipher the roots of these anxieties by
exploring Hong Kong’s public spaces, their
physical existence, the users or occupiers of
these spaces and their volatile moments in
evolution. We try to understand how design,
functionality, history and representation of

various types of space, namely exhibition
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space, streets, tourist attractions, division
line etc., can unveil the political or
ideological battles that are not in sight in the
mainstream narratives. These narratives,
together with human activities occurring in
the spaces, become materials that construct
and reconstruct memories of Hong Kong in
unpredictable manners. Space becomes an
agent and a metaphor to visualize the hidden
logic that make certain spaces, people

and stories “invisible” in the mainstream

discussions on Hong Kong identity.

Conclusion

Traces of an Invisible City has profoundly
sharpened our perceptions on Hong
Kong, and in turn, more general issues
of spatial justice, population flow, class
conflicts, identity politics, environment and
visual representations of a city. The film
ultimately poses the question: for whom

the city is built? It is this core question that
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prompted us to delve deeply to explore this

subject matter of public space. Hong Kong
crystallizes the situation of many other

big cities around the world today, where
space, land and nature are no longer neutral
entities, but social constructions that belong
to a larger system of capitalist economy and

social segregation. LAF
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