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Stephanie Bailey

Objects of Experience: A Conversation with 
Au Hoi Lam

Agnes Lin, of the Osage Art Foundation, once said that to know the 

work of painter Au Hoi Lam is to know about her life.1 There is 

indeed a distinct sense of autobiography in Au Hoi Lam’s practice, 

which feels like an extension of the artist’s life and her intellectual and 

emotional responses to it. One work, If only there were no lies 11.11.2011 

(2010), was produced after Au Hoi Lam’s professor, painter Lui Chun 

Kwong, invited her to transform one of his stripe paintings, Landscape 

No. 0722 (2007), into another work of art. Au Hoi Lam produced an 

installation in which she cut up the painting into 4,212 fragments, each 

marked with dates beginning from May 1, 2000, to November 11, 2011, 

and then organized and packed them into envelopes according to month. 

About the work, and more specifically the date in its title, Au Hoi Lam 

writes: “11.11.2011 represents a promise between Mr. Lui and I since 2000,”2 

referencing the clandestine affair between the two, which, until 2011, 

largely informed her drive to expression. During this period, Au Hoi Lam 

developed a meticulous style of painting that is formally deconstructive 

while paying homage to the legacies of minimalism and abstract art. 

Rainbows (2010), for instance, recalls at once Jasper John’s target motif, 

Buddhist mandalas, and, simply, a laboriously and delicately rendered point 

of focus—abstraction made from figuration. In the following conversation, 

Au Hoi Lam talks about the thinking behind her work, which has also 

been informed by her experiences at the Chinese University of Hong Kong 

(CUHK), where she attained her Master’s in Philosophy after she received 

both her Bachelor’s and then a Master’s in Fine Art from the CUHK Fine 

Art Department.

Stephanie Bailey: There is a strong autobiographical layer to your work. 

When did your art practice become an extension of yourself in this way? 

Au Hoi Lam: I never planned for it to happen this way. I make work that 

comes from personal feelings or that responds to a real attachment to the 

subject. When I make work, I find inspiration in a story. Everything behind 

the visual elements of the work seems to be about my relationships with 

people and references the stories about them or the subjects related to them, 

but it is not really explicit. It is an approach that is true to me, and, in the 

end, becomes something abstract. I offer symbols or icons that imply there 

is a story, but most of the time the audience probably cannot completely 

decode the symbols I am using in order to understand the whole narrative. 

Lui Chun Kwong, Landscape 
No. 0722, 2007, acrylic and 
mixed media on canvas, 
213 x 92 cm. Courtesy of the 
artist.
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Stephanie Bailey: Much of the work you produced in 2010 and 2011 was in 

response to your relationship with Lui Chun Kwong. I wanted to ask how it 

feels to expose such a personal part of your life like this? 

Au Hoi Lam: Actually, up to now I have never presented my work as an 

overt response to my relationship with Mr. Lui. This is the first time I am 

acknowledging it to this extent, which feels unfamiliar. Before the autumn 

of 2011, my friends did not know about my relationship with Mr. Lui,  

or that I had a daughter with him. So, at that moment, all of my work was 

the result of living within a secret that I could not reveal. It was like having 

all of these things inside of me, and yet, even when I painted or wrote I 

could not tell the truth, so I just kept producing work without disclosing 

the real feelings that drove their creation. In 2010, I had a solo exhibition 

at the Edge Gallery in Hong Kong, and one of my best friends, who was 

among the first people I told about my daughter, said to me that she had 

a completely different feeling about my work after hearing this story. She 

imagined how other people would see totally different things if they didn’t 

know the background. 

Stephanie Bailey: In the work If only there were no lies 11.11.2011, you have 

one small painting in which you depict the word “parrhesia” in English and 

in Greek, which forms part of the installation. This refers to what Michel 

Au Hoi Lam and Lui Chun 
Kwong, If only there were no 
lies 11.11.2011, 2010, work 
in progress. Courtesy of the 
artists.



Vol. 12  No. 6    63

Foucault described as the act of truth-telling (a term he took from ancient 

Greek), which he considered as a necessary risk for a self-caring individual. 

It’s interesting how you referenced this idea while you were concealing your 

own truths.

Au Hoi Lam: Yes, my response to this concept of parrhesia in the work is 

related to my reading of Foucault. I did a Master’s of Philosophy between 

2005 and 2009 and read most of Foucault’s late work about the care of 

the self and truth-telling. In terms of my choosing to study philosophy, 

I wanted to find a solution to the personal situation I was in. I love 

philosophy, so I did a full-time, two-year program. I really liked Foucault’s 

late work. Foucault reconstitutes the spiritual precept “care of the self”  

as the founding principle and axis of the philosophy in Western antiquity. 

Moreover, he elucidates the paradoxical subject-truth relation and justifies 

philosophical ascesis as a way to salvation. Parrhesia forms the basis of 

ascesis. In fact, late Foucault was not just about a system of thought; it was 

something genuinely related to life. So Foucault’s idea of parrhesia and self-

control as formulated in his works The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures 

at the Collège de France, 1981–82,3 really struck me. At the same time, 

I understood that simply reading a book couldn’t give me the answers to life 

or lead to self-transformation. But Foucault’s concept of parrhesia is about 

being true to yourself or doing what you believe, even though in some 
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complicated situations you might find it is not possible to maintain this 

principle, which in turn produces a state of struggle or self-control. The idea 

related strongly to my situation while also providing a simple link between 

the creation of artworks that respond to this experience and to everyday life 

in general.

Stephanie Bailey: This idea of everyday life recalls some of the art practices 

that have come out of Hong Kong. Your work is reminiscent, visually at 

least, of the work of artist Lee Kit, who has also stated an interest in the 

relationship between art and daily life and who also studied in the Fine Art 

department at CUHK, one year below you. In turn, Lee Kit’s work also owes 

a debt to the influence of professor Lui Chun Kwong, who, of course,  

was also a major influence on your life and practice.

Au Hoi Lam: My work is about life situations and it is certainly related to 

daily life. But I do not regard “daily life” as a thematic subject, background, 

or ontological condition of art as Lee Kit does. I guess the similarity that 

you found may come from a sense of lightness. Not only in terms of light 

and colour, but also because the work doesn’t speak loudly, and seems to 

be self-contained. Compared to artists from the broader region of China, 

you can really feel that some Hong Kong artists are focused on something 

introspective in their work, and they demand more than just an expression 

of something on the surface. Though, for example, in Mr. Lui’s and Lee Kit’s 

work there appears to be a focus on colour and formal elements, it is not 

just about arranging visual elements within a frame: you can feel there is a 

feeling or a spirituality to the work, but they don’t present it or state it in an 

overt way. They just let the audience feel it. 

This kind of approach reminds me of something I am working on for an 

artist-run project called Painting On and On. I am the convener of the 

project’s fifth exhibition Taciturn, held in October 2013, which will present 

eight Hong Kong painters in the HKICC Lee Shau Kee School of Creativity 

Gallery, Hong Kong. Mr. Lui, Lee Kit and I are participating artists,  

Au Hoi Lam, Rainbows, 2010, 
pencil and acrylic on linen, 
diptych 35.5 x 35.5 x 2 cm 
each. Courtesy of the artist.
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Au Hoi Lam, Parrhesia, pencil 
and acrylic on printed cotton 
mounted on primed canvas, 
20 x 25 x 2 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist. 

and the title, Taciturn, is used to describe people who seldom like to 

speak and prefer to keep silent. It is representative of an artistic attitude 

– “taciturn” artists who make artworks that are quiet, unexciting, not 

entertaining, and maybe even too vague to comprehend. Yet, such a notion 

for creative production is not completely static. These artists are not in 

an ivory tower; it’s just that they make a choice to be this way—quiet. For 

me, “taciturn” describes my silence. In contrast to parrhesia, “taciturn” is a 

situation that represents my unseen struggle of expression and telling the 

truth from 2000 to 2011. 

Stephanie Bailey: At Art Basel in Hong Kong 2013, you presented a salon-

style installation of works as part of Osage Gallery’s booth, titled Drawing 

& Waiting Room (2009–ongoing). You positioned four seats that looked like 

they came from a bus stop or a metro station. Did the context of an art fair 

space inform your conception of this installation as a waiting room? 

Au Hoi Lam: I wanted to set up a small area, like a waiting room with my 

drawings and paintings, where people, including myself, could sit. Indeed, 

my concept is that the Drawing & Waiting Room could be set up anywhere 

and anytime I want—the environment of the art fair is just one of the 

occasions or possibilities the installation might manifest itself. Regarding 

the chairs, I ordered them from mainland China; they are new but look old. 

The thinking behind it was how I often want to find a place to hide or just 

be separate when I am around a lot of people. It was also about the theme 

of waiting. From 2009 onward, I began relating to the theme of time, which 

was also linked to my personal situation of waiting. In Art Basel Hong 

Kong, I presented the theme again, but in a different context and against 
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Au Hoi Lam, Drawing 
& Waiting Room, 2013, 
installation at Art Basel Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist 
and Osage Gallery, Hong 
Kong.
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a different background. In the booth installation, I showed a mix of older 

and recent works, some of which were made in 2009, installed alongside 

the chairs. It was like an “independent corner,” or “room,” painted with a 

turquoise wall: a waiting room with drawings and paintings. I don’t think 

the variation between styles and material matters in this case, because 

somehow each element is related, even if they were not produced as a 

cohesive series of work. Some of the work is related to the theme of time; 

for example, one is about the 86,400 seconds of a day: 86400 Seconds of a 

Day (86400 = 294 x 294 – 36) (2009). On the other hand, some of them 

are not related to the theme of time explicitly, but are more about my 

wanting to spend time simply doing something. It could be anything, 

actually. Like in the process of waiting, I draw something, and suddenly I 

am not waiting for a specific thing or person. Rather, I am in this condition 

of waiting. 

Stephanie Bailey: Is it a longing, too, this idea of waiting, or a desire for 

something absent and formless?

Au Hoi Lam: Yes, and I think this is related to both passing time and leisure. 

I find that in the times of waiting for something absent or for something 

that has not yet happened, it seems you have a lot of time and you are not 

in a hurry. But if you just sit around waiting, the feeling is not good, so you 

might do something: play with your mobile phone or write something. I 

choose to draw, make a canvas—something related to my interests—to fill 

in the time. 
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Au Hoi Lam, 1, 1124, 3650, 
86400, from Number series, 
2011, pencil and emulsion on 
cotton towel, approximately 
38 x 38 cm. Courtesy of the 
artist.  

Stephanie Bailey: It is interesting that you produced a waiting room in 

a space—the art fair—where time takes on a different kind of pace and a 

short timeframe that is geared purely toward selling.

Au Hoi Lam: Sometimes the work depends on the situation. But while the 

work was in part made for the art fair, I also regard it as an ongoing project. 

Of course I wanted people to sit for some time and look at the work or take 

a rest during the fair. But if they only glanced at it, that’s fine, too. It was not 

necessary to sit there. I think there is an element of imagination with the 

work. If you put it in a situation like an art fair, someone might have  

an intuitive response. Everyone can relate to time and its limits. It is a 

general condition. 

Stephanie Bailey: Your solo exhibition My Father Is Over the Ocean was 

also on view at the same time as the art fair, from March to May 2013 at 

Osage Kwun Tong Gallery in Hong Kong. The autobiographical account 

of the grief you felt after your father’s death and how you dealt with losing 

your father through your work in a very sustained way, felt very similar in 

terms of how you processed your emotions pertaining to your personal life,  
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which so often fed into the work that dealt with your affair with Mr. Lui.  

I wonder how the production of the works for this exhibition—this series of 

works—related to or differed from work you have done in the past in terms 

of your process and approach?

Au Hoi Lam: I think the most different thing about this exhibition is how 

my relationship to art has changed. As I prepared this exhibition, I felt a 

change in how I considered my relationship to art objects. Before, I had 

this need to make everything perfect or finished. But this time, I just let it 

go and let things be. I could do gestures: drawing, sanding, or using other 

techniques. In the process, I felt I wanted things to come more naturally and 

with not too much sophistication. I think this is the big difference in my 

approach to making an artwork now compared to my earlier practice. For 

example, my father’s mattress, which I used as part of the exhibition—I did 

not find it beautiful. In the beginning, I wanted to cover the mattress with a 

canvas or a bed sheet and draw something over the surface and present that 

as a finished painting. But later, I found this was not okay. I preferred to let 

the mattress show itself, and I left some parts of it untreated. 

Stephanie Bailey: This exhibition has the same kind of obsessive or 

compulsive quality in how you deal with experience, as was the case with 

your works produced around your affair with Lui Chun Kwong, in that the 

work is about deconstructing certain feelings. In the case of My Father Is 

Over the Ocean, this was manifested in the use of the pages from a diary 

to present the days as they passed after your father’s death, for instance, to 

the use of every part of his bed in the exhibition, including the slats, which 

you used as surfaces upon which to engrave certain characters that spell 

out questions you would have liked to have asked him. Yet this exhibition 

Au Hoi Lam, 86400 Seconds 
of a Day (86400 = 294 x 294 – 
36), 2009, pencil and acrylic 
on linen, 122 x 122 x 5 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.  
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Au Hoi Lam, There are 
Some Pearls, 2012–13, pearl 
head pins, new printed 
cotton single and double 
bedding set, three felt birds 
handmade by the artist’s 
daughter, two mattresses 
from a set of bunk beds. 
From the exhibition My 
Father Is Over the Ocean. 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Osage Gallery, Hong Kong.
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Au Hoi Lam, Sixty Questions 
for My Father (or for Myself), 
2012–13, pencil, acrylic gel 
medium, oil-based ink, screws, 
pinewood from used bunk 
beds. From the exhibition 
My Father Is Over the Ocean. 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Osage Gallery, Hong Kong.

about your father is different in that it has more to do with absence and 

loss, rather than waiting or concealing something. The autobiographical 

elements are more open, more fluid, which fits with the metaphor of the sea 

you employ in the title of the exhibition in that emotion is not contained as 

much as it is released. 

Au Hoi Lam: When I was making work related to my secrets, I had to 

think about consequences and had to be cautious. But this time, because 

the subject is my father, it seemed I could really express something from 

inside my heart. I was relaxed and was able to stay in this kind of space of 

expression. Before, I always needed to cover up my real feelings, but this 

time I could unveil them. I was much more free, and I felt at ease and at 

peace when doing this work. 

Stephanie Bailey: But there is still that element of concealing and revealing 

here, too; you crossed out certain sections of a text you wrote as part of the 

installation for the exhibition, which was pinned on the wall. 

Au Hoi Lam: There were some small adjustments in the text I wrote related 

to my daughter and my family. When I decided how to show the work,  

I felt that some of the text was a bit too private or maybe too detailed, 

and I sensed my family members might feel embarrassed, so I just crossed 

these details out by making marks over them and erasing parts of the 

text in this way. I think that’s okay—I do not need to reveal every detail. 

There is a Cantonese saying “㫚妨⍰㬊ĭ” which a journalist translated into 

“Words get in the way.”4 It means there is something you might want to 

say but you stop yourself and emit a sound that is not clear, translatable, or 
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Au Hoi Lam, Notes (Bunk Beds 
& Boat), 2012–13, inkjet printer 
ink, colour pencil crayon, 
newsprint paper copper nails, 
seven pieces, 34.3 x 21.7 cm 
each. From the exhibition 
My Father Is Over the Ocean. 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Osage Gallery, Hong Kong.
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Au Hoi Lam, There Is a 
Song (Twelve Words Twelve 
Months Twelve Exercises), 
2012–13, pencil, acrylic, 
emulsion paint, linen, wooden 
board and frame, 12 pieces, 
95.9 x 126.3 x 5.2 cm each. 
From the exhibition My Father 
Is Over the Ocean. Courtesy 
of the artist and Osage 
Gallery, Hong Kong.

distinguishable. For this exhibition, I left the most important parts in, in 

terms of how much I wanted to express. I said what I wanted to say,  

but not in a very loud way. I think that format or approach is good; it’s like a 

memorandum of that decision to unveil and conceal—or a manuscript.

Stephanie Bailey: There is also something performative about your work, 

in how the process is deeply informed by personal experiences.

Au Hoi Lam: I think with My Father Is Over the Ocean, the point is about 

unveiling, and it is a turning point. Indeed I do not regard it as a usual 

“exhibition,” but an occasion or an event that processed my act of mourning 

in an artistic way. Before this show I had never made a solo exhibition 

that was an installation or played with the space in this way. I just did each 

painting one by one. I would try one thing and then finish, and then start 

another painting, and so on. At that time, the works I made seemed separate 

from each other: in the past I looked at each painting as independent. But 

now, I am considering the whole space and the works I produce within that 

and I will continue with this idea. So this has been a quite different process. 

Stephanie Bailey: How do you view your approach as an artist whose life 

often becomes the subject of her work? 

Au Hoi Lam: I think this kind of artist becomes absorbed and entangled 

in their life and situation and can only find a way out by making art about 

such an experience. Your question reminds me of Frida Kahlo. But from 

a certain point of view, I think that any kind of work could be viewed as a 

fragment of the artist’s autobiography. I find that, as an artist, I am someone 

who likes to draw or make things. The subjects I choose depend on what 

I am feeling at the time. I’ve heard some artists talk about how they have 

to paint everyday, that they cannot stop, or they wouldn’t be happy if they 

didn’t paint. I agree to a certain extent, but I am not like this. If I don’t 

have something I want to draw or make into an artwork, I think it’s fine to 
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just stop. There is no need to keep working for a career or for the sake of 

working. Artists need to achieve different things, and it seems like there are 

a lot of things to achieve. I prefer to regard making art as leisure. 

Stephanie Bailey: Or pleasure?

Au Hoi Lam: Pleasure may be part of it. But at the moment I just find it 

better not to regard painting as a career. 

Stephanie Bailey: Is this more of a philosophical position for you? 

Thinking about your background in Foucault, I note how you have used the 

word leisure to talk about your work.

Au Hoi Lam: I said “leisure,” but I mean something a bit different from the 

daily usage of that word, which often refers to “hobbies.” Leisure for me 

means “free time” that is related to an existential and spiritual state. I prefer 

to prepare myself with the rhythm of “free time” when making art, rather 

than looking on it as a career or profession. This attitude is the result of 

my reflection upon the past ten years. For me, approaching art as “career” 

is not good, or could even destroy me. So I have started to consider art 

“leisure”; it has nothing to do with “gain” or “loss” in any sense, successful 

or unsuccessful. Of course, to say I don’t regard art as a career might sound 

contradictory, but this is a principle that I apply to myself. 

Stephanie Bailey: But even in producing such a personal homage to your 

father, using items and elements from his life and yours, you are indeed 

putting these works “up for sale,” although this is also perhaps another kind 

of letting go. 

Au Hoi Lam: Actually, when I was making this exhibition, I thought there 

was no need to think about that. Simply, making this exhibition made 

me calmer and gave me something to focus on. It always seemed better to 

produce work than just sitting around grieving. 

Stephanie Bailey: In the process of making work, how do you translate your 

feelings through form and material?

Au Hoi Lam: In the beginning, it’s very much about intuition. Aside from 

working with canvas, I also use fabric and daily objects, which I draw or 

paint directly on. For me this practice is a link to daily life. Sometimes, 

I find that the formal material for painting conveys a certain sense of 

detachment and that painting itself is like a readymade form; it has its 

legacy, and sometimes I feel this legacy is not for me. I don’t want to 

just take the readymade form. I want to explore something I feel can be 

expressed in terms of my own personal sensitivity towards that form.  

I search for suitable forms that I would like. 

Stephanie Bailey: You talk about this legacy of painting that is not 

your own. . . .
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Au Hoi Lam, Dad, What Shade 
of Blue Did You See Today?, 
2012–13, pencil, colour pencil, 
acid-free paper, copper nails, 
corkboard, acrylic board and 
wooden frame, 13 pieces, 100 
x 100 x 2.4 cm each. From 
the exhibition My Father Is 
Over the Ocean. Courtesy of 
the artist and Osage Gallery, 
Hong Kong.

Au Hoi Lam: In the first year of study in CUHK in 1997, I wrote a wish and 

put it into a time capsule with my classmates. We opened the capsule before 

our graduation in 2001, after four years of study. I wrote, “I hope I will 

become a good painter.” I think at that time I was kind of obsessed with the 

ideas of “painting” and “painter,” and I was not sensitive at all to “becoming 

a good artist.” I trusted “painting” and had a “belief” in painting itself. 

While I was studying, I had this idea that I wanted to do something with or 

about painting. I thought at the time that I could do something different, 

or nuture an old legacy; the Western legacy. But now I don’t really hold 

this with me. As a mission, it is too heavy. Holding on to this legacy was a 

burden. Perhaps I was too serious before. 

Stephanie Bailey: Are there specific painters you were thinking about? 

Au Hoi Lam: When I was studying I thought about geometric abstraction 

intuitively. I like the abstraction of Cy Twombly’s paintings or Agnes 

Martin’s, but at the same time I found Twombly’s style had reached the 

highest point in terms of sensitivity so how could one build on that? At that 

time, I also felt that I had some stories in my heart that I wanted to tell,  

and I moved towards a balance between abstraction and figurative elements. 

The work was quite oppositional; the elements were not in harmony, and 

that was quite difficult for me. It seems if you like abstraction, you like 

something pure, quiet, or without a message, but at the same time, I wanted 

to say something, so I struggled in this process of bringing the two together. 
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Stephanie Bailey: Lee Kit also talked about this in an interview with Yishu 

in 2009.5

Au Hoi Lam: I was one year senior to Lee Kit, and I think at that time the 

students influenced each other in their artistic preferences. Probably it’s  

one of the topics we’ve discussed at school. Most of us liked Agnes 

Martin; we seemed to prefer textures and subtlety. Of course, Mr. Lui 

and his attitude to painting influenced us, too. For me, if you look at my 

work Window 6 Memo (2003), it looks abstract but represents a window, 

with memo paper. It is not a real abstract work because when you look 

at abstraction in art history, those artists really had their ideas and their 

concepts. I am not doing that, or I don’t understand that sensibility.  

Maybe I haven’t thoroughly studied what is behind abstraction. Of course, 

I’ve studied art history, but I don’t thoroughly read the works or the 

theories behind abstraction, so you could say I just know the surface.  

Of course, the surface could be enough. If you trust the visual element, 

there is no need to find a hidden meaning.

Stephanie Bailey: This view is interesting in thinking about your 

philosophical education, one that is also concerned with abstraction  

and “forms.”

Au Hoi Lam, 1978–2011, pencil 
and acrylic on linen, 122 x 122 
x 5 cm. Courtesy of the artist.
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Au Hoi Lam: In the beginning, I wanted to study both fine arts and 

philosophy, though at the time I preferred philosophy. I entered the 

Department of Fine Art at the CUHK and enjoyed it because I could 

also study philosophy as my minor. It was at a quite difficult timewhen I 

graduated; I started to study in France with a scholarship for a Diploma in 

Fine Arts, but I could not complete the scholarship because I found out I  

was pregnant. I returned to Hong Kong and when the baby was born,  

I entered my Master of Fine Arts program in CUHK. It took me two years 

to graduate, but after that I still felt life was difficult to handle. Art could not 

help me; it seemed I had some questions, and I wanted to find a solution. 

At that moment, if I might say, I harboured complicated thoughts about my 

relationship with my professor and also about the ethics of life. Actually,  

it is not so easy for me to tell this story even now, as it is related to so many 

different people. Most of the time when I need to explain why I have done 

this and that, or if I tell the whole story, it seems someone will get hurt,  

so it is not easy to explain my work. 

Stephanie Bailey: I wonder if you feel there is a cultural perspective in 

terms of the kind of self-exposure you undergo through your work.  

When I think about Tracey Emin, for instance, whose work is also very 

gestural, performative, and always autobiographical, I wonder if she would 

feel the same kind of restraint you engage with when making art.

Au Hoi Lam: The cultural background is different. Reticence, introversion 

and reservedness are traditional values of the literati in Chinese culture. 

I do appreciate such a disposition no matter if applied to a way of life or 

to an art practice. For Emin, if the people around her accept that kind of 

expression as genuine and a true self-representation, that is most important, 

but I’m not sure if her work hurts her friends or family. For myself, 

sometimes I don’t know if I’m conservative or what, but I feel like I have to 

consider others and prefer to be reticent. It’s not worth saying something for 

art’s sake, nor is it necessary for everything to serve the artwork. If what you 

say might have personal consequences to people in your life, I wonder if it’s 

worth it. 

Stephanie Bailey: Would you say your work is confessional? 

Au Hoi Lam: It is confessional, but it is incomplete. 
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