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On Jolene Mok
- My Thoughts Are
Elsewhere

lp Yuk Yiu

I have written many kinds of curatorial statements, almost none of them were in the
first-person point of view. This may well be an exception, for I feel more like an
accomplice than a curator in the narrow sense of the word. It would be more akin to

a sketch of a friend than a conventional introduction to an exhibition.

It was probably between the years 2003 and 2004 when I first met Jolene. The setting
was a classroom in the School of Creative Media, City University of Hong Kong. Jolene
was my student at the time and attended one or two of my classes on film and media art.
From what I recall, Jolene was the kind of good student who handed in her homework
punctually and was interested in art and culture. She did not give me the impression or
feeling that she must become an artist. Many of my former students have become very
good artists and creators in photography, animation, film, music, game, new media, etc.
Yet very few of them have anything directly to do with my own background and training

in experimental cinema. Jolene is one of the exceptions.

Making art in Hong Kong is difficult, even more so for those who are engaged in
experimental film production. In the first place there is hardly any commercial value in
it, not to mention that the mainstream art and film industries have very limited

knowledge and respect for it. That is why I have a special regard for those who are

engaged in experimental film or video creation in Hong Kong. It was probably after
Jolene graduated from her Bachelor’s degree that she embarked on this perilous path,
and I believe her further studies at Duke University in the United States is another

important turning point for her in this creative journey.

The programme Jolene took at Duke was called Experimental and Documentary Arts,
an MFA that combined experimental and documentary arts where many of the teachers
were the backbone of American experimental film. It was a new programme and

Jolene was a student in the first cohort. The MFA study enabled her to have a more
concentrated and profound intellectual and aesthetic development in film creation.
Observation of the everyday through the camera lens and reflection on the materiality
of the image media through darkroom photographic techniques were the things that she
distinctly developed and established during this period. They would become a coherent

element and motif in Jolene’s subsequent works.

During the two years of study, Jolene attended David Gatten’s class and was mentored
by Mark McElhatten, who taught me film thirty years ago and was the inspiration for
my own curatorial practice. While this may sound a little essentialist and archaic, in my
eyes, Jolene is one of the few Hong Kong artists who have been baptised by the ‘canon’
of experimental film culture. Studying abroad not only enriched Jolene intellectually
and culturally, but also led to a breakthrough in the development of her artistic creation.
However, that was just the prelude. Upon completing graduate school, Jolene would
enter a new and completely different stage of her life, and begin to live a nomadic life of

wandering the world and perpetual exile.

Ever since graduating in the United States, Jolene has been sustaining her creative career
mainly through participating in all kinds of artist-in-residence programmes around the
world. Basically she would apply to any programme that provides living stipends. So

as the days went by, she travelled to different parts of the world living among different

peoples and landscapes, sometimes briefly, sometimes for longer periods. While this
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lifestyle evokes a kind of bohemian romance, I believe that behind this romanticism
there is more of a certain self-awareness and deliberate choice in this self-imposed exile.
Although not quite an ascetic one, leading a nomadic life in which one is never sure
where one will be the next day is not as easy as simply travelling. Yet this uncertainty

and nomadism have heightened her sensitivity towards the place and culture where she
finds herself, enabling her to make new discoveries in the everyday of these foreign lands
through the curious gaze of the étranger. Above all else, I believe that this lifestyle is the
most crucial element that constitutes the fundamental direction and attitude of Jolene’s

creation, and the particular core of her creation in the past decade.

Photography, film and video have been the primary media of Jolene’s works in the past
ten years. Jolene's creative works relied heavily on the support and resources provided by
the people and places of the residency programmes she participated in, and often had to
be completed within a specific time limit. In this sense, her works can basically be

seen as an intuitive response to her experiences and surroundings. Hence, journeys on
the sea, Scandinavian mountains, shopping arcades in Japan, mushrooms in the
Netherlands can all become the subject of her works. Looking solely from this perspective,
the content and creative direction of her works are fragmented snapshots that lack a

clear and coherent major theme.

Yet upon closer inspection, we can easily discern from these seemingly chaotic and
diverse subject matters some consistent concerns and keywords: everyday, landscape,
journey, observation, documentation. If one must categorise her works, I think they
would belong to such genres as diary film, landscape film, observation cinema, and
visual ethnography. Put simply, her works in the past decade observe and discover the

exotic from the everyday through the eyes of a traveller/nomad.

Among her works from the past decade, I am most intrigued by shop watching. The work
was made in 2015 when she was in Japan and recorded the daily routine of various shops

in a shopping arcade in Fukuoka. Through the artist’s subtle camerawork, precise sound

and image editing, the seemingly mundane subject matter and everyday scenes are
transformed into a poetic and musical visual ethnography. The work presents a
distinctly original personal aesthetic and humanistic concern, and brings me to the
realisation that Jolene is one of the most brilliant and serious experimental film and

video creators of her generation.

As a repository of the everyday of foreign lands, Jolene’s works seem to have little to do
with our city of sadness. Yet, these remote mountains, narrow alleys and rear windows
can be seen as the artist’s attempt in producing an alternative account and fable of

the realities of the post-handover Hong Kong. The story of uproot-ness is never new

in the world. These stories never fail to cause a pang in the heart. The 'here' becomes
elsewhere, and foreign becomes home. Every time the artist arrives at a new place and
introduces herself, she names her homeland and thereby silently reconnects with it. If
the other was a mirror of oneself, then a journey without destination may be taken as

an experiment in preserving one’s fluid identity. To an extent, the making of identity is a
kind of imagination. Be it proactive or passive, identities certainly have the potential of
being recreated. Similarly, a city is never solely a geographical location; rather it is more
like the existence of a rootless plant. Running away, nomadism and the diaspora, as seen
in Jolene’s works, are perhaps merely the continuation and testimony to one of the major

themes that underpinned contemporary Chinese history of the past two hundred years.

(Translated by Mary Lee)
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A Conversation
between
Jolene Mok and
Ip Yuk Yiu

/ Questions from Yuk,
answered by Jolene.

Q: Your artistic life has been hugely influenced by your nomadic way of life in the
past ten years. Specifically, moving from one artist-in-residency to another
becomes an endless journey and quest. When did you decide to take on this
nomadic life? Is it a conscious choice? And how do you think this way of life

has informed and affected your artistic practices?

A Actually, I cannot give a firm answer to when I decided to take on a nomadic life
through undertaking artist-in-residences, it kind of unfolded itself.. I somehow
saw the potential of keeping up with art making on-location in different places
through being an artist resident. I felt that the process of pursuing an MFA was
somehow doing a 2-year long residency. In my post MFA life, I knew that it
would be rather impossible for me to carry on with my art practice if I were to
return to Hong Kong: firstly, due to the almost non-existent experimental film
scene in Hong Kong; secondly I would need to surrender to the fact that there

was no way for me to be a non-commercial full-time artist back home.
Under this light, choosing to live a nomadic life became a conscious/practical

choice, I suppose. For more than a decade, I have been, primarily, undertaking

fully and partially funded artist-in-residency programmes non-stop. As an itinerant,
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time-based media artist, I don’t base anywhere; I don’t know and can’t plan
straightforwardly where exactly my next destination is because I need to be
accepted/selected/invited. Upon acceptance, I get ready to arrive at a new place;
get inspired; create; present; then move on to the next place and start all over
again. The process has always been about excavating and distilling my artistic
insight then transforming it into actual works that are accessible to locals and
viewers within a limited period of time. To me, throwing myself out there to
participate in residencies offer me the precious opportunity to unlearn - then

to learn about things from scratch - to go back to square one. Being transient is

thus of utmost importance in my artistic practice.

I think at some point your camera turns to be more quiet, observational and
inquisitive. Tell me more about your observational aesthetics. When and how

you come about with it.

Looking back, I somehow think that my camera turns to be more quiet & observant
starting out from my years studying in the School of Creative Media, City
University of Hong Kong (SCM). (work samples: walking alone along the sea
I1; residual sea; TETRISEA, as well as my final year project). I believe learning
about Tableau Vivant at SCM has to be a key factor for my style development.

And yet, after graduating from SCM, I had spent a couple years shooting rather
conventional documentation videos with low/no budget, when and where I was
demanded to shoot wide variety of shots and from as many angles as possible.

Once I was done with that job, I just ditched such way of shooting altogether.

Then I got to fully exercise the freedom of shooting 'long-take long-shot' during
my MFA years, when probably was the time I consolidate my observational
aesthetics. As everything is in motion - be it bodily movement or the
ever-changing natural scenery - I often find that the sensible way to capture

all forms of movement is to keep my camera as steady as possible, so that I can

focus on the act of witnessing motions. The kind of ‘motion pictures’ I am after
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and keen on creating are those that my audiences could relate my literal

experience of seeing, and looking.

The rationale behind all of my work is to express my desire to see the world
through the camera eye with alternative approaches. The reason I am so drawn
to lens-based media is that they offer me the chance to recover my vision
retrospectively. To be specific with video/film shooting, I am offered a window
that allows me to find what I missed while going back to things I have seen

before.

As you know, one of my favorite works of yours is shop watching. It is an

unusually simple but dense and beautiful work. So how did it come about?

shop watching was made during the 10-week residency hosted by Fukuoka Asian
Art Museum (FAAM) in autumn 2015.

When I landed in FAAM residency, I only knew that one of the works I was
going to make on-site had to involve locals as stated in my application proposal.
I have always been interested in meeting and learning from locals about their

habitat anyhow.

So I started out exploring around town and got to establish the orientation of my
life in an unfamiliar place as usual, as a protocol. Just right across the museum
building, there was this arcade shopping street (shotengai), where I basically had
to go through everyday to get daily necessities. In the middle of this street, there
were two shops that caught my attention - two seemingly rival shops locating
just right next to each other selling the exact same items: hats - two shops filled
with and full of hats. I just found it rather ridiculous, and shocking, that both
shops survive just as they are. So I decided to pick up on this rather ridiculous

scene and see how far I could go from there.

In the end, I managed to have 16 shops, including the two hats shops, allowing
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me to make videos of their daily operation during their business hours. With
shops, they are all along waiting for customers to show up; while waiting has
always been a substantial element in my works. And so, all I knew at that time

was to capture these ‘waiting’ moments.

To be completely honest, I didn't really know what I was waiting for, and yet

I did know that if I were patient enough to keep waiting, things would unfold
themselves, as always. So, when I started shooting all the in-store activities, I was
also waiting for a narrative to emerge. To be precise, I shot without a script, not

even a hint of direction on how I am going to put together all the footage I shot.

Only after I was done with shooting, I got to review all the footage carefully, and
there I came up with a narration that could string up all these rather disconnected

in-store activities together.

I supposed nothing was random throughout this creative process, and yet there
was this ‘organic’ flow I held on to along the way. My aim was to learn about
local habitat through acute observation. At the end of the day, what I want to
achieve in my video work is to share those surprising, shocking moments that

trigger my yearning to make visual documents of them.

You mentioned about the idea of things unfolded or the unfolding of things a
number of times. Can you talk more about it, especially in relationship with

how it related to your observational aesthetics?

My artistic practice revolves around chance operations, i.e. regarding my
residency location, I am happy to go wherever welcome me to go; while coming
to the way my works are conceived, I operate without much presumption in

sticking with specific subject matter.

My tendency to let things and events unfold themselves is for myself to be open

and to embrace whatever takes place in front of me and to react accordingly.
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But don't get me wrong, being open-minded and embracive doesn't mean that I
set no boundary nor rule for myself to follow through. There is a fundamental
structure within my operating system, where I regard myself conducting

controlled experiments throughout my creative pursuits.

As alens-based media artist, I am well aware that decisions have already been
made once the camera's position and its framing are set. While I only observe
within/through screen space, I am always careful with where and how I set my
camera, the size and duration of my shots, and the framed space. My goal is to
remain highly sensitive to things that happen within the framed space. In order
to provide a clear representation of my discoveries, I find it best to remain
calm and focus during shooting. On one hand, I forbid myself to get on with
unnecessary camera movement in order to reduce distracting forces; on the
other hand, I tend to let the camera roll for an extended period of time so that
I could dive deep into the footage for unexpected occurrences when editing

takes place.

Landscape is a major part in a lot of your works. How do you approach

landscape as a subject? Is land important to you?

As a head-to-toe city girl, I always sense that nature is an alien yet sacred subject
for me to handle. I, inevitably, feel vulnerable when exposing myself in natural
landscape. Thus I approach landscape with a humble mind and manner,

and that I surrender to the fact that all my ‘city smart’ mentality becomes

dysfunctional when I am out and about in nature.

Regarding my approach to treat landscape as a subject, I observe the subtle and
serene sceneries at my own pace and from a distance. I do not rush, and instead,
I invest patience throughout the process, as there is this saying ‘Nature does not
hurry, yet everything is accomplished’. When I deal with natural landscape as a
subject matter, I'd get in tune/align with my observation protocol which would

highly affect the final form of my work.
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‘Is land important to you?” What an unusually simple yet thoughtful question -
my quick answer would be ‘Yes, land is very important to me. Through
undertaking artist residency, I have been visiting unfamiliar lands for which I
could carry on with my artistic journey. Landing myself in estrange landscape is

one of the most important factors for me to create substantial work.

How long do you think you will continue to lead this nomadic life? Do you

see an end or change to it?

As long as I still get residency offers or invitations, I don't see it legitimate to
reject opportunities as such. I don't dare to say I would never put an end to this
nomadic life, and I don't want myself to fall into the trap that I wouldn't be able
to create when I am out of residency. I just find that this nomadic living style

helps me function as an artist the best, for now.
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