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Tiffany Sia by Re’al Christian

Image and text projects that create speculative planes of memory.
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Tiffany Sia, On and Off-Screen Imaginaries, 2024, Primary Information.



Tiffany Sia’s work unfolds as a continuous scroll weaving between discrete forms of image-
making. Her assemblages of archival and firsthand documentation connote a lived past that
outstretches the limits of the present imagination. Sia’s new book, On and Off-Screen Imaginaries
(https://primaryinformation.org/product/on-and-off-screen-imaginaries/) (Primary

Information, 2024), is a collection of six essays that grapple with the unique feeling of
estrangement that pervades and embodies the postcolonial experience. Following her 2021 book
Too Salty Too Wet B[R & &, which emerged in the wake of the mass anti-extradition protests that
swept Hong Kong in 2019 and 2020, On and Off-Screen Imaginaries examines the national security
policies, censorship, surveillance, and obfuscated dissent tactics that followed the protests. Sia
pits the legacy of the protests against the visual vernacular of Hong Kong cinema and myriad
aftermaths of the Cold War, manifesting a transgenerational account of social unrest captured
within a broader narrative of diasporic image-making. Within this vernacular, as with Sia’s films,
the image serves as a proxy, “a reenactment in a place of no return.’

Re’al Christian
Let’'s begin with your new book, On and Off-Screen Imaginaries, which brings together several
cross-temporal events in and beyond Hong Kong. Could you speak about the book and what
inspired you to trace this nonlinear trajectory?

Tiffany Sia
Thinking and working across text and film, I've been interested in the essay as a form and its
shape in different mediums. On and Off-Screen Imaginaries is a compendium of six essays,
chronologically sequenced in the book by when they were written. Each essay has its own rhythm
and pacing, with each distinct in tone along with the form and sets of questions posed. Some are
written in first person, others in third person.The first three essays, “Handbook of Feelings,”
“Phantasms of Dissent,” and “Elliptical Returns,” surround the topic of new Hong Kong cinema
and also catalog an inventory of rumor to tell the chilling effects of the National Security Law on
film distribution within and beyond the local.

The latter half of the book abruptly drifts toward other geographies, specifically the US, as |
challenge how dominant Asian American aesthetics conceive of a falsely unified imaginary of Asia
and its politics in “Toward the Invisible.” | reimagine the work of Viethamese American
photographer An-My Lé as a filmic montage, using her work to think toward a conception of what
No Place” in an essay that is eponymously titled. | end the book with “A Blurred Conceit” by
vivifying an exilic filmic imaginary through the work of Taiwanese filmmaker King Hu. Interspersed
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throughout the book are images that summon a kind of “Cinema by Other Means”—as Pavle Levi
terms it—in an effort to make montage through print form.

The essays trace a shift in my focus beyond Hong Kong—toward the “elsewhere” sites of the Cold
War, such asVietnam, Taiwan, and even Lithuania and Turkey, in brief mention—and facile East-
West tensions to illuminate a lattice of North-South tensions and their vexing histories and
politics. You're absolutely apt in describing this as a nonlinear connection across geographies. I'm
interested in seeing connections across histories as elliptical, as cyclical, and also holding a great
absence of understanding to be filled in. My practice at its core is propelled by animating and
rewiring images and text through various genres and forms as a way to understand history and to
reencounter how we understand geography.



crisis reportage and documentary. Three school
administrators were sitting in on the class, When the
images of masked schoolchildren in uniform assem-
bling at a mall flashed on-screen, their chants filling
the room, the students audibly held their breath.
I could feel them shifting in their seats, squirming.
I watched [Jilf's face for anchoring. My eyes darted
over to the school administrators sitting nearby:
their expressions were blank.

A few months later, when I caught up with
my friend [l again for dinner, he said, “I think the
students really enjoyed your film. It was really mean-
ingful to them.” It was the first time my film had
been screened publicly in Hong Kong, I told him.
“I think they were shocked that they were seeing
your film in a classroom setting,” he said. “Actually,
I have to tell you a story.” He recounted that, a few
months after my lecture, on a bus ride, he was
sitting next to one of the administrators present at
the lecture. The administrator asked il “How is
that filmmaker? How is she doing?” ] paused for a
moment, but then it dawned on him what the ad-
ministrator really meant. He was trying to ask about
my safety and whether I was still in Hong Kong. [l
attempted to answer the question with improvised
innuendos. When [JJi] relayed the story to me, he
laughed nervously. There was a bit of theatricality to
it, he explained. Absurdity. “It seems that new social
norms are being constructed. New norms in how we
communicate. Anyway, I don’t think you could

20

screen your film at the university now.” Since my
guest lecture, surveillance cameras, including one
that looms over my friend’s desk, have been installed
throughout the faculty offices; worries grow among
professors that they will be asked to sign an oath of
allegiance before long. A rumor has spread that no
fewer than a thousand workers were hired by the
Liaison Office—the official arm of the Chinese
Central People’s Government in Hong Kong—just
to observe the education sector.

As the confrontations between protesters
and police are no longer seen in the streets, the front
lines of conflict have materialized in a different
form—one less able to sustain international news
attention with spectacles of unrest. These new sites
of assault emerge as exhaustive missives: landmark
rulings marking the new limits of speech, social
media posts written by artists and activists announc-
ing their exile, lists of new arrests, statements by
disbanded unions, and new ordinances such as an
exit ban giving immigration officers what some
argue amounts to “unfettered power” to prevent
anyone from leaving Hong Kong.' The remaking of
the city unfolds as a gradual erosion. “It’s actually
happening quite fast,” my friend [JIlll said recently.
“Every week it’s something. And sometimes daily.”
Every quarter brings a seismic headline: forty-seven
pro-democracy politicians and activists arrested in a
single day; the newspaper Apple Daily raided and
pressured into folding; the teachers’ union, which
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RC
The intentional oscillation between forms becomes an interesting throughline in your work. In
your essay “Phantasms of Dissent,” you refer to the connections between filmmaking, time, and
artifact, quoting a passage in which Mary Ann Doane describes the notion of “archival desire” as
it relates to indexicality —the colonial impulse to document, to capture. Perhaps that also relates
to the act of collective remembering you describe in “Handbook of Feelings” and the conceptual
position of remembering that appears in your work. For instance, in your recent film The Sojourn
(2023), stills from which open and close the book, you approach national memory through an act
of reencounter.

TS



My new body of work attempts to trace the shape and speed of material loss. | deal with this
through scales of national memory and also personal, inherited memory. The Sojourn takes on
the genre of the wuxia—martial arts—film and empties it of action, of people.The audience is left
with diegetic sound to hear tourists and travelers off-screen reveling at the iconic mountain vistas
inTaiwan that | film in pursuit of King Hu's landscapes. | go specifically in search of the actor Shih
Chun’s personal memories of shooting Dragon Inn and Touch of Zen. In the case of The Sojourn,
I’'m interested in how the legacies of wuxia cinema pose understudied questions on an exilic
cinema in order to think about exilic cinema as not only relevant in contemporary Hong Kong
cinema but also a motif that was there all along in Sinophone cinema. Exilic figures, such as King
Hu, inconvenience definitive national memory, or a single national canon.

“My new body of work attempts to trace the shape and speed of
material loss.”
— Tiffany Sia

Official missives constantly fail us. Images reveal, but they are also mediums of concealment and
obfuscation. It is toward this immense possibility, toward an invisible ontology, against forgetting,
which | work. My practice, between film/video and text, lies within unsettling the means and
forms of material culture that become memory. Such quests are elusive, even unachievable. This
is why | oscillate between forms of appearance, disappearance, and reappearance in my work. |
am attempting to mimic the feeling of memory.



to apply for Temporary Places of Public Entertain-
ment licenses, which are impossible to obtain for art
institutions operating out of industrial spaces, as
many do. This, some fear, could be a way for police
to crack down on such spaces via registration techni-
calities, even COVID-19 regulations. In June 2021,
Parallel Space, an art venue operating in Sham Shui
Po, was raided twice by police and accused of operat-
ing without a license by the Food and Environ-
mental Hygiene Department. The police photo-
graphed the works on display after receiving a
complaint that they contained “seditious” content.”
A national security hotline was launched by police,
drawing hundreds of thousands of tips."" The regula-
tion of lawful speech implies a system of fear, but
loyalists and nationalists are enthusiastic about
taking part and are incentivized by political ambi-
tion. A culture of informants is only just develop-
ing, and lawmakers in Hong Kong, eager to please
Beijing, have gone on smear campaigns of their own.
At the Legislative Council, pro-Beijing lawmaker
and New People’s Party chairman Funice Yung
lambasted West Kowloon Cultural District’s M+
museum, claiming that its inaugural and upcoming
shows were causing “great concern” and asking,
“Would the art pieces to be displayed there breach
the so-called red line? With the National Security
Law in place, we have to safeguard national securi-
ty.” Spotlighting museum exhibitions and public
institutions, Carrie Lam responded by saying that
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RC
You've also spoken about the process of remembering from a place of exile as a form of
estrangement, which in turn engenders a desire for return. This idea is present in your newest
film, A Child Already Knows (2024), recently on view in your solo exhibition, Technical Difficulties
(https://maxwellgraham.biz/exhibitions/tiffany-sia-may-2024/), at Maxwell Graham. In that film,
short clips from early Mao cartoons flicker across the screen, mimicking a channel flip that subtly
recalls your film Never Rest/Unrest (2020), where you unpack the “spectacle of unrest” seen in the
images of the Hong Kong protests that circulated on social media. In A Child Already Knows, we
see a loose narrative of diaspora and return unfold.

TS



A Child Already Knows tells the escape of my dad’s family from Shanghai, wherein they flee
southward under the guise of a family vacation. For this film, | was interested in that singular
emotional place where a child gradually becomes privy to the adult world: how the emerging
complexity, tragedy, and melancholy of the world begin to come into view at around eight or nine
years old. My dad is at this age during the climax of this story. | was interested in illustrating a
child at the center of these scenes as one minor scene of the Cold War period and to paint the
uncertainty of a child living in a world of increasing unknowns who is completely dependent on
adults for safety.
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Tiffany Sia, A Child Already Knows, 2024, video, 33 minutes. Maxwell Graham Gallery, New York City. Courtesy of the artist
and Maxwell Graham, New York City.

RC
Picking up on the idea of media memory and mutability, the flicker, as a cinematic tool, reveals
the mechanisms by which a film is made by adapting the perception of discontinuity into the
aesthetic of the work. I'm interested in how the discontinuous properties of your film relate back
to the idea of disappearance, to the security tactics of the Hong Kong Documentary Filmmakers
group, to modes of filmmaking that subvert surveillance technologies, and to your personal
approach to documentation, not as a means to capture but to recall. In A Child Already Knows,
how does the presence or perception of a child complicate diasporic narratives emerging from the
Cold War, or by extension, the elusive desire for return?

TS
| was inspired by the format of silent film for A Child Already Knows, where the absence of sound
and image sync are sutured with delayed intertitles of text. Within this rhythm, | wove in my dad’s
retellings, presented as white text over black, juxtaposed with animations of the early Mao era.



The irony is that my dad never watched these cartoons. Not desiring to foreclose these memories
into any kind of reenactment, too costly and impossible to make anyway, the collision of these
cartoons and his childhood memories attempts to construct a wholly speculative plane of
memory. | was interested in attempting to restore the agency of the child with all his
imperfections of recounting. One might even look for clues or meaning in the cartoons, where the
inner world of the child possibly holds information about the outer world. At the time when my
dad becomes aware of the secrets of adults, the adults around him are also learning the rapidly
changing social order, surviving on secrecy.

While the film addresses my father, I'm also interested in interpolating the viewer as a child. |
wanted to use the device of flicker, mirroring channel-flipping, as a kind of sleep-inducing
montage of images soundtracked by a hypnotic train sound wherein the child comes in and out of
view. But rather than having the satisfaction of an allegory to show any clear moral lesson, the
scenes that he recalls in this film are left enigmatic, not explained, just as how he experienced
them at that age. In one scene, he eats ice cream at the Sino-Soviet Friendship Mansion.There is
no additional context. | blur parts of my family’s retelling that might be the most sensational.
These motifs of security and threat scale up beyond the child to security and threat as a Cold War
allegory: suspected insurgent actors were targeted in the time of the Cold War across this East-
West ideological binary. In this particular moment of Chinese history, the figure of the child is
simply adrift in A Child Already Knows, swallowed up in the dreamscape of cartoons and half-
remembered scenes of the past.

Tiffany Sia’s On and Off-Screen Imaginaries (https:/primaryinformation.org/product/on-and-off-
screen-imaginaries/) is available through Primary Information.
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Re'al Christian is a writer, editor, and art historian based in Queens, New York. Her work explores
issues related to identity, diasporas, media, and materiality. Her writing has appeared in Art
Papers, where she is a contributing editor, as well as Art in America, Artforum, BOMB, Brooklyn
Rail, and numerous catalogues and anthologies, including Track Changes: A Handbook for Art
Criticism (Paper Monument). She received her MA in Art History from Hunter College and holds a
bachelor’s degree in Art History and Media, Culture, and Communication from New York
University.
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