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I had not envisioned spending my Sat-
urday night looking up body bags on
Amazon, but that’s what I found myself
doing after encountering Vunkwan
Tam's Untitled (The traffic noise arched
over a bubbling mass of public conver-
sation and pattering footsteps on con-
crete) (2021). Part of the Hong Kong art-
ist’s solo debut, “F,” at Empty Gallery,
the floor-based arrangement consists of
twin black body bags that Tam bought
on an e-commerce platform. This work
is characteristic of his recent practice,
which often melds found images and
objects with elusive titles drawn from
various texts, including the artist’s
poetry. Visually spare but densely asso-
ciative, “F” brings together installations
and assemblages that loosely coalesce
around themes of death, decay, and
late-capitalist malaise.

Bringing body bags into an art
space could easily come across as cheap
and calculated to shock, but the formal
simplicity of Untitled (The traffic noise
...) belies its nuanced evincing of banal-
ity and commodification, of death sub-
sumed under the imperative of same-
day delivery. Complicating this reading
is the notion that it could also be a joke;
the show’s title is derived from the use
of the letter “F” in chatroom banter to
express commiseration or mockery at
another’s failure, which had morphed
memetically from an oddly crass prompt
in Call of Duty to “press ‘F’ to pay
respects” to dead video game soldiers.

Tam is clearly fluent in the slip-
pery registers of internet culture, with
their sly imbrications of irony, hyper-
bole, and half-truths. Likewise, his

works are exercises in interpretive eva-
sion, veering unpredictably between sin-
cerity and jest. 78i78 (2022) is a case in
point. Lying on the floor in a room near
the gallery’s entryway is a bedraggled
L-shaped blanket, which a gallery assis-
tant dutifully spritzes with synthetic doe
urine every day to keep it pungent and
sodden. The exhibition text describes
the work’s performance of “a perpetually
drenched sadboi minimalism” — artificial
excreta as a metaphor for dramatized
emotional wallowing. The work also
apparently winks at “insider signifiers of
contemporary art discourse,” as doe
urine is attractive to stags but displeasing
to humans, just as artspeak is somewhat
legible within art circles but generally
repugnant. It seems the exhibition text
would make viewers catch on to Tam’s
cheeky insouciance, yet it’s hard to
ignore a genuine undercurrent of men-
ace given the use of fake urine as a lure
in hunting. What does that say about sad-
boi poseurs (and their marks)?

Tam examines a different kind
of prey in XXX (2022). Glued to a port-
able photographic reflector are frag-
ments of bronze crucifixes that spell out
the work’s title, an act of semiotic
shapeshifting from religious symbology

to letter to sleazy shorthand. XXX con-
jures both the devouring of fetishized
subjects by way of mass-circulated
images and the invisible exploitation of
workers involved in their production.
The reflector is smeared with dirt, a
rebuke to the seedy excesses of the
image economy in an era of celebrity
worship and internet porn.

“F” abounds with such minor
defilements and eerie residua. L.O. (2021)
features a grimy t-shirt hung in the curved
crook of a bisected PVC pipe. Allegedly
stolen from a mechanic, the readymade is
particularly effective in its site-specific
evocation of precarious and overlooked
blue-collar labor due to the actual pres-
ence of auto body shops next to Empty
Gallery, implicating the art world in the
inequities of gentrification and capitalism.
Tam makes compelling use of ghostliness
as a conceit, emphasizing not absence per
se but the (willful) failures of perception.
Take Untitled (You Control Climate
Change) (2022), a grainy found photo-
graph of a facade emblazoned with the
titular slogan. Shot at night, the banner is
barely legible, backlit at the edges by a
spectral fluorescence; one can just make
out commands to “waik,” “cycie,” and “Go
BY BUS.” At a time when the mega-rich can

78i78, 2022
Blanket, water, synthetic doe urine
145 x 140 x 18 cm
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Courtesy: the artist and Empty Gallery. Photos: Michael Yu

take ludicrously short private jet flights
while preaching on Instagram about plas-
tic, one might reasonably assume that
Untitled (You Control Climate Change) is
a found meme about green gaslighting.
In fact, a quick Google search reveals that
it may well be an undoctored image of a
2006 environmental awareness campaign
by the European Commission directed at
“people who sometimes make the effort”
(emphasis in original).

For its heavy thematic concerns —
death, depletion, climate disaster — “F” is
buoyed by a strange lightness of touch.
As perplexing as it is to parse the works’
unresolved ambiguities and vacillations
between earnestness and irony, “F” skirts
solipsism to make canny observations
about absurd, infuriating, and disturbing
aspects of life in the 21st century. By turns
quietly thoughtful and mordantly funny,
“F” suggests that if we’re already doomed,

we may as well laugh about it.
Ophelia Lai

Untitled (IIllI, a Quiet Life), 2021
Straw hats, enamel paint, spray paint
44 x 44 x 40 cm

View of “F,” Empty Gallery, 2022
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Exhibition installation at Empty Gallery, Hong Kong. Photo credit: Michael Yu. Courtesy of the artist Vunkwan Tam and Empty Gallery.
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78i78, 2022, Blanket, water, synthetic doe urine. Photo credit: Michael Yu. Courtesy of the artist Vunkwan Tam and Empty Gallery.
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Vunkwan Tam'’s Frustrated Ghosts

With simultaneously mournful and irreverent works, ‘F" at Empty Gallery is haunted by our inability to
process grief in the internet age

BY CASSIE KAIXIN LIU IN EXHIBITION REVIEWS , REVIEWS ACROSS ASIA | 16 SEP 22

At first glance, the room evokes a windowless morgue. Inside a dark gallery illuminated by a dim spotlight,
a pair of empty body bags lie flat on the floor. Part of Vunkwan Tam'’s installation Untitled (The traffic noise
arched over a bubbling mass of public conversation and pattering footsteps on concrete) (2021), the black
bags are an ominous greeting for visitors as they step into the artist's debut solo exhibition, 'F’, at Empty
Gallery, hinting subtly at trauma and tragedy. Comprising ten installations, photographs and readymade
sculptures, 'F" is haunted by the fractured, apathetic and frustrated cultural expressions of the internet age,
which manifest most clearly in responses on social media to devastating events.

Comprising a stack of straw hats painted with black enamel, Untitled (lllll, a Quiet Life) (2021) brings to
mind funeral attire. Modifying a common fashion item, the work has seemingly been casually tossed onto
the floor, as though thrown down by someone who has reached their limit for grieving. Nearby, L.O. (2021),
its main element a 1.5-metre-tall PVC half-pipe, stands upright on the floor and suggests a shrine. Hanging
from the pipe’s interior surface, a dirty shirt is covered in machine oil. Devoid of any corporeal presence,
the recycled shirt seems like the memento of a deceased mechanic, conjuring the imagined memory of an
absent body. Complicated by the fact that Tam pilfered the objects from an actual (still living) mechanic,
this funereal narrative calls to mind viral stories fabricated on the internet for sympathy or Likes.

Vunkwan Tam, ‘F', installation view, 2022. Courtesy: the
artist and Empty Gallery; photograph: Michael Yu



Vunkwan Tam, 'F’, installation view, 2022. Courtesy: the
artist and Empty Gallery; photograph: Michael Yu

The exhibition title, 'F’, is taken from the phrase 'Press F to
pay respects’ — a popular internet meme commonly used
both sincerely and sardonically in response to events that
range from humorous typos to mass deaths. For Tam, this
contemporary behaviour encapsulates the absurdity of the
compression and contortion of (as well as disengagement
from) feelings of sorrow and frustration — feelings that
reached full expression in the failure to fully manifest a
communal sense of mourning in the wake of the protests
in Hong Kong in 2019 over encroachment by the mainland
Chinese government and the way the region’s authorities
were dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. ‘F’ reflects,
resurfaces and grieves those simmering, ineffable feelings

with works that are simultaneously mournful and irreverent.

In 78i78 (2022), a woollen blanket — an enduring symbol
of human comfort — has been soaked with synthetic doe
urine, a substance often used on deer hunts to target

a stag seeking a mate. The work seems to function
concurrently as a warning, memorial and trap for the
imagined deer, a creature with the potential to symbolize
both laudable earnestness and punishable vulnerability,
and which as such might stand in for all of us.

Vunkwan Tam’s ‘F’ is on view at Empty Gallery, Hong Kong,
until 19 November.

Paying homage to the late American artist

Félix Gonzélez-Torres, Tam often names his
works using the word ‘Untitled’ followed by a
descriptive text set in brackets. Like Gonzélez-
Torres, Tam is interested in the intricate process
of the production of meaning in visual practice,
particularly in found objects. Yet unlike the work
of Gonzélez-Torres (who died in 1996), Tam's
explores ideas relating to the internet age,
which flattens culturally significant objects of all
eras into a single consumable mass. Consisting
of a rusty 19th-century ‘North African’ sword
Tam purchased through an e-commerce
platform, the readymade sculpture Untitled
(00044 N.O.W.R.F.Y.H.) (2020) is balanced
against the wall on its tip, right next to lest you-
will-strike against-the-stone your-foot (2022) — a
partially damaged puzzle featuring 1990s-era
Madonna. While the former object implies a lost
personal history, the latter conjures the mass-
produced, omnipresent imagery of the cultural
industry. Tam seems to suggest that these two
seemingly unrelated objects are simultaneously
undergoing a process of cultural decay, one that
will eventually leave both as inscrutable ghosts
of our history.

Vunkwan Tam, 'F’, installation view, 2022. Courtesy:
the artist and Empty Gallery; photograph: Michael Yu
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