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From art to architecture, only a few brave souls
have attempted the complex challenge of recording

and interpreting the human condition
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For the last 40 years, German photographers
Bernd and Hilla Becher have documented
industrial plants and buildings. Their precise
photographs and careful inventory is an objective
record of each structure, and a visual history of
the changes in industrial processes that made
many of these buildings obsolete.

Hong Kong-based American artist Charles
LaBelle has been working on a similar, ongoing
and now lifetime project. He has drawn every
building he has entered in cities around the world
since 1997. ‘Buildings Entered’ currently numbers
more than 11,000 drawings and, in a recent
exhibition at the Hong Kong Museum of Medical
Sciences, the 19th century former Pathological
Institute, a selection of 200 drawings explores
the interrelationship of the human body and
architecture.

Seen are the exteriors of buildings that house
medical clinics, dental surgeries, barber shops,
massage and acupuncture businesses, funeral
homes, police stations, hospitals, tattoo parlours,
sex shops and “anonymous buildings whose
relationship to the artist's body remains unspoken”.

Each drawing is of a
specific building in which the
body is both cared for and
administered. This personal
mapping of buildings also
reveals something deeper:
“...a mechanism of power -
economic, political, judicial
and scientific power — which
collectively (and often
coercively) organises both
the built-space of the world
and the perceptions, ideas
and subjectivities of the
human beings that inhabit
the world."

Students of geography,
in particular, are aware of
these dynamics.

Similarly = but focusing on the psychological
aspects of human emotions - an extraordinary
daily marathon performance was slowly acted out
by Hong Kong artists Doris Wong Wai Yin and
Kwan Sheung Chi in a remote small room during
ArtHK10, the recent art fair. Replicating aspects of
their own relationship and reflecting 1950s social
behaviour, the artists acted out a single, but
different, scene of ‘sadness’ on each day, without
a break, for the fair's entire opening hours.

Their live performance was projected onto a

screen into an adjacent room with a grainy black-
and-white movie chiaroscuro effect and poignant
music. The scene on day three, for example, of
the anguish and quilt of a discovered extra-
marital affair was elongated, slow, emotional -
and timeless.
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Information about Charles LaBelle's ‘Buildings Entered’ can be seen at
www.mobartgallery.com/exhibitions/charles-labellel.html
‘Everything Goes Wrong for the Poor Couple’ performance can be viewed at

www.ustream.tv/recorded/7262407
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John Batten is the organiser of Hong Kong
ArtWalk, co-convenor of the Central &
Western Concern Group and writes on art,
culture & heritage issues.
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