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In artist Cici Wu's inaugural institutional solo exhibition, “Lanterns from the Unreturned,” she
creates a tender sanctuary bathed in warm yellow light through projections and lantern
installations. Soft glows filter through feather-thin bamboo or the edges of handmade paper, yet
alongside this translucent delicacy lies the weighty historical memory the artist evokes across
multiple mediums. “The transformation of consciousness should not resort to dogma, but rather
analyze mystical consciousness—that which remains obscure even to the self,” the artist quotes
the young Marx in the exhibition's preface. “Then it will become clear that what the world has
long awaited is something it can grasp merely by becoming conscious of it.”

The calf lanterns presented in the artist's 2019 solo exhibition “Unfinished Return” at Empty
Gallery deeply moved me. At the time, preoccupied with themes of ‘diaspora’ and

‘identity,’ | interpreted the lanterns solely as cultural symbols or expressions of nationalism. It
wasn't until this conversation that | truly recognized the pivotal role of light—as the “smallest unit
of image production”—in her practice. The artist's stated interest in the film industry and
“expanded cinema” manifested in “Unfinished Return” through a deftly critical application of
both: neither resisting the former's violent appropriation of memory through

mechanical replication, nor attempting to escape linear history via experimental film.

In the installation Rainbow Bridge (2023), suspended high above the exhibition hall, the artist's
collected family photographs evoke Roland Barthes' notion of death confirmed by the
photographic apparatus's reproduction of “that-has-been.” Juxtaposed and reconfigured
alongside these private images are propagandistic images of Communist Realism sourced from
the 1962 edition of People's Pictorial. The rich folk art forms stark contrast with the historical
backdrop of the Great Famine. Utopian imagery imbued with socialist aesthetics transforms, in a
moment of self-awareness, into mourning for history. In the stairwell space on the east side of
the gallery, Lanterns from the Unreturned 02 (2025)—a newly commissioned site-specific
installation—elevates this mourning to another climax.
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Using physically fragile bamboo and handmade paper, the artist employs the ethereal form of
“book lamps” to ghostly revisit historical archives. “For instance, this sealed stairwell space
(viewable only from above) resonates with the historical context of book censorship,” the artist
explains regarding the site's significance.

“ T g

Initially, the work's inaccessible nature left me perplexed. However, when considered alongside
the artist's reference to Derrida's notion of the ghost as a “neither living nor dead being,” it
seems to offer a complete explanation for her exploration of the visible yet unreachable state of
historical trauma itself. If someone stood on Hugiu Road at dusk, gazing up at the faint light
within the stairwell, would they sense a gaze directed toward collective trauma? The artist
paused briefly on this question, admitting her stance remains ambiguous regarding this sense of
distance and the spatial arrangement where light becomes visible only after closing hours,
emerging from complete darkness. Can this aesthetic approach, through the complexity of the
viewing experience, offer a distant glimpse into the political and social structures reflected in the
work?

In the series Moth Light (2024), Wu employs meticulous ink wash painting to recreate the
natural collages—such as moth wings and flower petals—frequently seen in Stan Brakhage's
experimental films. She precisely aligns the width of the bamboo-textured rice paper with 16mm
film stock dimensions, using ink's tonal gradations to mimic the flickering light and shadow of
celluloid. This condenses cinematic duration into suspended moments within reality. Tracing
back to Brakhage—whom the artist frequently references—one finds he famously reconstructed
visual order through “retinal logic.” For instance, in Dog Star Man (1961-1964), rapidly cut solid
color blocks and biological micrographs simulate neural impulses in the human eye under
extreme conditions, evoking an “experiencing vision” grounded in bodily flesh —Brakhage's
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assertion that “heartbeat and breath are cinema's primal montage” focuses precisely on
biological rhythm. This also explains Wu's choice to inscribe moving images as brushstrokes on
rice paper, as the artist confesses: “to establish a kinship between the physical process of
tracing film perforations and the editing syntax of traditional film.”

From the perspective of media ontology, Wu clearly champions such declarations: “Once
cinema spills beyond the projector and breaks free from linear narrative, it becomes a political
tool for restructuring time and space—the projector is a weapon, and light is the particle of
insurrection.” Wu not only pays homage to direct cinema—represented by Brakhage and
characterized by physical interventions on film stock—but also positions her work at the critical
juncture between craftsmanship and mechanization, inviting historical specters to reclaim their
right to be retold through this material resonance. Returning to the main exhibition hall bathed in
light, Subtitle 01 (Justice and Hope) (2019) extends the sculptural dimension of the video work
The Unfinished Return of Yu Man Hon (2019), continuing the aforementioned creative logic of
translating material substances through a ghostly lens. The artist explains, “I transformed prop
lights authentically used in films from the golden age into miniature lanterns. The inscriptions on
their backs are not without meaning—they serve as narrative annotations from the mother of
the film's protagonist, Yu Wenhan.”

The Unfinished Return of Yu Man Hon, based on the 2000 disappearance of Hong Kong
teenager Yu Wenhan, who had autism, the artist invited actor Zhang Yangyang (who appeared
in Edward Yang's Y7 Yi) to portray the adult Yu Wenhan and speculate on his possible return
route. The film alternates between everyday settings (subway stations/markets) and surreal
spaces (snowfields/empty houses), using a visual gradient from blurred to clear to simulate the
sluggish process of memory restoration. Within the film, paper lanterns —symbols of emotional
return—echo the prop lights indispensable to the dream-making machinery of cinema off-
screen. The distinction lies in the latter piercing the veil of fiction with its artificiality.
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“This is an attempt to materialize subtitles,” the artist explains, “and also my response to the
core tenet of structural cinema—making the medium's materiality a new language.” As Aijaz
Ahmad observes, “Translation never occurs in an equal linguistic field; it invariably positions
Third World texts as ‘to be interpreted’ objects, while Western texts retain their ‘self-evident’
subjectivity.” Wu also notes that “subtitles are often overlooked in the eyes of some Western
scholars.” Indeed, within Western film studies, subtitles are regarded as “constrained
translation.” Yet these very constraints —temporal and spatial compression, cultural conversion
—precisely mirror the reality faced by viewers in colonized regions. Thus, as the structural
skeleton of film, subtitles to some extent expose the hierarchies within the global knowledge
production system. Wu liberates subtitles from their cinematic orbit, transforming them into
tangible objects. Elevating them from subservient texts to autonomous cultural-technological
apparatuses, she enables them to narrate diaspora family histories within postcolonial contexts
while simultaneously inspiring them to genuinely occupy physical space.
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In Y7 Yi, the young actor Zhang Yangyang whispers at his grandmother's funeral: “Perhaps one
day, I'll discover where you've been”—this original soundtrack fragment reappears in Wu's
imagery. The uncanny interweaving of fiction and nonfiction, first glimpsed in 2019, unfolds
into more complex connections in the present exhibition: the faint glow seeping from the paper
and the “untouchable” displays collectively reject any attempt to discern or repair illusions.
Behind this refusal lies the artist's inquiry into the essence of trauma through diverse media:
trauma is the perpetually deferred return. As bamboo paper lanterns keep vigil for history
within colonial architecture, they promise that unpaid debts shall haunt and return in spectral
form.

EZAREAR (Cici Wu) BEXRAMATRSKRERIFENRTR, MEHRESIERET —
WEFBEFR 2, SLHENHCDDNENPENTTM R ZF TRKDEEFT, MAERX
MHESEEN, RZAKMSMRENPHGERN., HENHLICZ. “BIRNBENMIFERSR,
MESHREIR - — N ERMLEF/EETBNTIR, "ZARERTASFIRTEEND R
B, “BNMAMNEL, HRRAUKMERRZY), E—MERBRIREMEZEZY. ~

2019F ZARKREEMpty GalleryfJ TR RFTMNTR"H 2HRVNF T BSEIARAZ MR, SET
MBS “HMIAE"INENXE, BRBIBERN—MXAFSHREEXRIE, EFILX
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&, A BIEINRECEA AT ENRNRA MR FRRIRBIER ., ZARRAMARIITE
B IR BB (expanded cinema) RYKIE[2J7E“ARFTTAAIFIE"PIRIJ93S —ETI5LAIHE
FIMIZA: BARMAEENHEZPICIZAIEARRD, AR BRIIFRE DL,

ERERFENORT FRENM+FENEZRE, SARENBEESE", MNEFRRLT
B, MEEARBAFENTBEBREZEE, EU, WEIERNITTRIEEANZENIIZEE
SHINER, NMUBEHEMERESLS EWENEIRS, BEFNREDEINRERNBELR
RE--—BETLIR, XBIERKRENMASCHERIR. BUSRANBRERIR, ALEZ
AR HEENRRPBELS EF .

ERETRTSLNRE (Vo) (2023) f1, ZARIKERNRERFH, RS =-EXM=S
Y, #BIRFAMXILEEBTE" (that-has-been) BRIEINIHIEIRIZELT[3], STHAARAFAEEADN,
BZARIE1962F M (ARERY FHHTEXMIEXNEEZER. FRHUREZAR (folk
art) SKRINRNHEEREAEIIRE, EEHFEXEFNERAER, LEREBDHBRRE
PENNAHLENRIE. EEANERMOEEZEH, (CRERTENRT02) (2025) EAZAR
EWEMEBENEDEREFM, N5IRTXGESFHUX—RESH, ZARERMEEX L
FESBNTTMS F IR, NREN BN, NHLERHETEURAIEM, “LEalX TR iy
HETE (MEREMSLEN) , BN THIEEBERRNDENT, "ZARKIKRIGET RN
BB,

B, ZFMARENIRERSKEE, A, S8ZARS|IBEERMSFERIFEIRENTF
E R, TR A BASSHER S TH LGRS RAANT RSN, EEATEEE
B, ATREBNEHEMEZGEENGNE, SERBRIRAEFRLUMNEN? ZAREXT
EREELEHT R, EE, XMEER, URREEAENNERE, TEMNEE-—REER
SANFEIRENILFNEEMN, XESEXFNER, ENETAHATNERME, XELFMm
PREREIRIBUR L 218 A7

£ (Ceizoe) (2024) RIH, HEWEAIEKEEIEME MG (Stan Brakhage) HISE
REZEZELNEAMHY (N CHEBAESTEM) . thEERITUNERE BN 162 KBRS
BRAENE, ARKENZERREZEMRA TN, BRENKIAE NI HREHBE,
BELMZARZRIES PRI, THAIEEERUANEEEE (retinal logic) EMLLRRY
MERE, BWE (BEA) (Dog Star Man, 1961-1964) H, PETIEINAEIRSEMER
SR T ARERFRIRS TRIREK0R, MREMNMRKIAR S HEMA R 5" (experiencing
vision) [4]— —FRRAIMGAEAN S 2“0 S IR BREENRBE RS ERNERENNRIBTE
(biological rhythm) [5], XtfER T KFURIZFERNSHERZINER LNZEMNERE, BIL
HERAALAIETRE, MEARAFNEEEEIRZEMNESL", ZAKES,

MENRRCHNEERE, RFRXEAZRIRESHRINE: AR NI AHFREIENE
Zla, EMRAEARNTNEETIR - —REMNERE, HEBEXINF6]. HFRANITM
AR ARG, YRAHTYEETHREREBSR (direct cinema) #THE, ERiLHY
ERBREEFITESHIMIEENIER R L, BIEHLNMRAEXMYRAIRPIRESER, @F
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HERINERTH, (FRO1 (AXS5FE) ) (2019) FARE (EXHRTHRITED
(2019) 7ERREBAERRVY SE, LT DARXYIEM AT R 2EFREIEEE. ZARNE
B, “REEAERESNANEREPRRESERTRERLT, BRARA/NEITE, MTESERNTFE
tHITBEAIT, EMNEREETNEREHNEFANEEH.,

(BERXEHARTMEVIE) ET2000FFEEAEDFRSBNRIESMHRT, ZAKBBERZK
FE (BHEMRE (—) ) WERENEXE, AENERTENEREEZE. FHRREZUH
Bips (Mikih/mE) SBINXZE (SR/ZE) , BEEMEMEDEMRHIERE, &I
ICRENERRERE, AF, FABRERTSNERNE, NXBIIMENMBEZNEL TFPA
FISUEREVE BATEARNTN, XAET, FEMUANEM (artificiality) RIZFEAWRIMER.

“WR—IREFEMRANER, ZRRNRE, “HERNEWBEMIZOEK— —1HEN A1)
R RFINES — —, BW—RERN", WFFHEE (Ajaz Ahmad) FiE, “BIETAMARETRE
THEMESHEF, EERBEHRANAET EBRENERUE, MiasXANRE BIRH
FM, “NRRETEY, “FRESBIAAZERPEFENMN”, HR, ERSBEFHRTF,
FERNNZIRENF” (constrained translation) , {BFTIB“FRE)”— —ITEHE. Xkt ——,
FRFERMNMXNME L EENNIE, i, FRENEZNEMMENSER, EEMREEL
BETERMIEFHRRAENELRT ., RMFILIFERBEZGNER IATHY (tangible
object) , ILEMBRSBHHNAR, ARANBENXUEARE, —FTEHILENPEEERIBET
MEBBMRSE, 5—FHH, BERENAETSEMETE,

£ (—) B, BARaKFFMENDESEESELLEE: “BFE—K, BERIVREIM
Br— - ZXREFEFTFUEATEAERTRRRNZE. 2019FEVINXMEN S IFEDIEE
R, AETHNREPEMREEESRIXER: HKBHOMACS “TNrEN NER, HEESE
AR EELIRNEN, EXMELER, BZARESTENN IGAFRRINE: SIfENX
BREHRFAE ., STRITERBEREZRFNDETR, EABBEREZHRUNURZEFZSE
=
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