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EIKE, (REE | 8. IRASKE ) (FE8),
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. REREK (BSThEIRE. BEL. BH. I+
YRS ). A5, RiE. B, SEeEY, RITX
B« BuMK

Weng-io Wong, Chart of the Inner Landscape I:
The Fold, the Hinge and the Labyrinth (details), 2025
Bronze, papier-maché (consists of Chinese

and Portuguese newspaper, paint, ingredients

of Chunambo etc.), rebar, salted fish, Chinese
sausage, and mixed media, dimensions variable
Photo: Nie Xiaoyi

RE, (IFDIEE N (AR ), 2025 F

S5ERE, DIRES. KT, BT . X, B,
FRRRSRGEM, RIT%

B2« BvMK

Song Dong, Not a Question, Not an Answer (detail),

2025

Participatory installation, border control counter,
chandelier, neon signs, card zone, television,
passport signs, and other mixed media,
dimensions variable

Photo: Nie Xiaoyi
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REEE, G, 244 x 244 x 6 [EXEH,
Hatt

B B/VK

Xue Feng, Two Macaos, 2025
Installation on table, mixed media,

244 x 244 x 6 cm each, 4 pieces in total
Photo: Nie Xiaoyi
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Weng-io Wong, Dealer, 2025
Copper and mixed media, dimensions variable
Photo: Nie Xiaoyi
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Macao Nuwa Temple
Photo: Lillian Lijuan Liu

BETEIIESABYIEEHENS RiTE, 2025 F
B IR
BRI “SNER RENSREME

Signage suspended in the main hall of the

Macao Museum of Art, 2025

Photo: Wang Chengchen

Courtesy Art Macao and the Macao Museum of Art

BRER, ( Ra : KigmEsi ), 2025 F
TE. AEEN. 4R iy, 285 x 15 x 5 [EXK
BRES “RHEERE" REAR

Vividly, Boundary Stone: Flooded Temple Forecourt,
2025

Wax, stainless steel, paper, and candlewick,

285 x15 x 5cm

Courtesy “After Oriental Garden” and the artist
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A neighborhood land shrine in Macao’s old town
residential area
Photo: Nie Xiaoyi
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RE, (HEiTdEZ ) (B3R ), 2025 & “l don't like it when people always talk about Macao and Hong Kong together.” The

SE5MEE, WRIES. BT, ST, K. B, . N
RS AR, R slope was long, and Weng-io and | were navigating our way through the crowds.

B FiRIR In the sharp chill of the air, she picked her words carefully, each one falling slowly
EREE ZXER SEAR into place. At a certain moment, she frowned, as if making up her mind, and said:
Song Dong, Not a Question, Not an Answer (detail, - Macao and Hong Kong are entirely different entities. Macao has its own story.”
2025

Participatory installation, border control counter,

chandelier, neon signs, card zone, television, | had assumed the Handover Gifts Museum of Macao would be quiet, but to my

passport signs, and other mixed media, surprise, tour buses kept arriving with visitors from mainland China. Only then
dimensions variable did | realize that, as a first-time visitor to Macao, the little knowledge I carried
Photo: Wang Chengchen . .

Courtesy Art Macao and the artist and the thrill | felt were no different from those of the people around me: we

all came to see Macao’s courteous, well-behaved facade towards the central
authorities. | tried to explain a bit, saying to Weng-io: “In the mainland, Macao
has indeed always appeared next to Hong Kong as a pair. The handovers and
the establishment of the Special Administrative Regions happened first in Hong
Kong and then in Macao. When you apply for the Hong Kong-Macao travel per-
mit, the two names are printed side by side. Over the past decade or so, while
Hong Kong has been constantly turbulent in the news, Macao is often praised...”
At this point, | fell silent. Deep down | knew that none of this justified treating
Macao as Hong Kong’s shadow.

Compared with the bustle of the Handover Gifts Museum, the Macao Museum of
Art nearby was far quieter. The museum was presenting the main exhibition of “Art
Macao: Macao International Art Biennale,” commonly known as Art Macao. This
year’s edition had gained considerable visibility in mainland China over the summer.
Not only was a curatorial team from mainland China invited, but many of the par-
ticipating artists were also based there. The Macao Cultural Affairs Bureau, which
organizes the Biennale, had additionally invited many critics like myself to visit.

When | arrived, a group of children happened to be beginning their tour. Like

a cluster of ducklings, they crowded into the mirrored room at the entrance.
This mirrored installation, Not a Question, Not an Answer (2025), is by the Bei-
jing-based artist Song Dong. The room is covered entirely with reflective foil and
features video projections and neon tubes, with a security booth erected at its
center—at first glance, it even resembles a COVID-19 testing kiosk. Inside the
booth sits a guard who conforms to a stereotypically masculine figure. He asked
me what the meaning of life was; when | replied that it was “to experience,” he
handed me a passport stamped with “pass.” | chatted a little with the “guard.”
He told me he had been hired for the role, and that his job was to act as an NPC
(non-player character) within exhibitions.

Song patches together micro-performances of authority with life’s big ques-
tions—touching on controversy but never pushing too far. It’s a clever maneu-
ver under the Biennale’s theme, “Hey, what brings you here?” Though later, my
view shifted a little. At first, | assumed Song was alluding to everyday politics
(especially during COVID-19) in mainland China; after all, the NPC’s uniform

was emblazoned with “China Security.” But when | walked into the next gallery, |
noticed that the actual security staff on site were wearing similar uniforms, com-
plete with real badges reading “China Security.” Having grown up in Shandong,
taught to sense the air and to hold my glass lower when toasting elders, | had to
admit: it was my own frame of reference that was too narrow. 17 5

BRlE, (AR ) (1B8B), 2025 &
REEE, FEMHE, 244 x 244 x 6 [EXBH,
ta
5 IR
BRES “2XER 5ZAR

Xue Feng, Two Macaos, 2025
Installation on table, mixed media,
244 x 244 x 6 cm each, 4 pieces in total

17 Photo: Wang Chengchen
4 Courtesy Art Macao and the artist
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The Venetian Macao
Photo: Lillian Lijuan Liu
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In the gallery, a guide was explaining the works to the children in Cantonese.
As | listened, | found myself wondering why the curators hadn’t simply used

the local language: “Hi, nei lai zou mat aa?” Yet the Biennale certainly didn’t
sidestep the question of “locality.” Some works even seemed to rush to assert
both “Macao” and “internationalism.” For instance, the Shenzhen-based artist
Xue Feng created a cardboard-and-3D-cut reconstruction of Macao’s city-
scape, bluntly titled Two Macaos (2025)—one side capturing the everyday and
the traditional, the other the casinos and consumerism. (To my mind, of course,
there are more than just two.) Hong Kong artist Pak Sheung Chuen extended his
long-standing method of “deviant travel’—opening an atlas and walking along
the creases between its pages, originating from his 2007 work A Travel With-
out Visual Experience. Following a local bus route in Macao over and over, he
pieced together a Macao-style rojo kansatsu (roadway observation) using short
videos, metal supports, and coins.

To my mind, the most incisive response to the Biennale’s theme came from the
mainland artist Ding Shiwei, with The Jokers’ Revolution No.2 (2020) and Echoes of
Specters (2024). Along both sides of a translucent wall, thirty vertical screens encir-
cle the space at adult eye level. As viewers approach, fists rise one after another
from the bottom of the screens, forearms tensed. Yet one set of fists appears
entirely lifelike, while the other is clearly generated by Al, encompassing a range

of skin tones, body types, and attitudes toward tattoos. In answer to the curators’
question—“Hey, what brings you here?”—these silently rising and falling fists feel
like a more direct reply. Fittingly, the Macao outlet All About Macau recently used
an illustration of raised fists (with a cat paw slipped in among them) for a column
header, captioned: “With the strength of the powerless, remember the truth.”

Weng-io Wong’s installation Chart of the Inner Landscape I: The Fold, the Hinge
and the Labyrinth (2025) occupies a corner on the third floor, pressed against the
glare of the building’s glass curtain wall. The work draws from the Daoist ana-
tomical chart Inner Classic Diagram: a vivid, patterned collage unfurls across the
floor, where one can make out the shapes of church architecture. At the positions
corresponding to human organs, the artist has placed sculptural structures—aged
pulp and rusted rebar forming miniature towers and skeletal frames. According to
the wall text, Chinese-Portuguese newspapers, childhood candies, rammed earth,
salted fish, and cured sausages are all mixed into the materials—fragments of
Macao life smelted together, yet preserved at a deliberately unfinished stage.

Suspended above the floor, a pair of bronze hands titled Dealer (2025) stands out
for its clarity and poise: gleaming, decisive, with each hand pointing in a different
direction. The work is a collaboration between Weng-io and her father—the right
hand belongs to her, the left to him. In his youth, her father worked in a casino as
a zoéngthoh (dealer), and the gesture is the open-palmed motion a dealer makes
when seated at the gaming table to welcome players. For Weng-io, this gesture
metaphorically traces the way her parents brought her into the world, and how
people everywhere continually negotiate the transactions required to live.

Overall, the curators clearly put effort into the exhibition’s spatial design—such
as the gallery signage styled after Macao’s patterned street-name tiles. Yet most
works operated in isolation, with little dialogue among them. At times, | felt as

if | were simply identifying each artist’s signature piece. For instance, Singa-




BHER, ( AE : 365724,2025 ), 2025
KER. Bk, K. $kE. KT/,

34 x 34 x 48,5 [EK

BRI “FHRERERE" REARRK

Vividly, Seak Kam Tong: 365724, 2025

Terrazzo, terracotta tile, wood, tin sheet, lightbox,
34 x 34 x 485 cm

Courtesy “After Oriental Garden” and the artist

porean artist Robert Zhao Renhui’s Came for the Climate, Stayed for the Chaos
(2025) presents models of Macao’s “invasive species.” From a distance, you can
already see the bold lettering: “Macao Museum of Natural History.” One can only
mutter, “Of course—this is exactly what he would make.” Seen as a whole, the
exhibition ticks every box of “contemporary art”—not dull, but lacking any shared
rhythm. In response to “Hey, what brings you here?”, the most tedious answer

| could think of was: “I’'m here to see the Biennale.” Or an even duller one: “I'm
here to see contemporary art.” Then | recalled the NPC in Song Dong’s installa-
tion asking me about the meaning of life, and | felt a chill: is my life really meant
to be spent going from one Biennale to the next?

Weng-io later took me to Lotus Art Space, where the exhibition “Believe in a
River”—part of the Biennale’s “parallel program”—was on view. The space is
housed inside the Legend Palace Hotel, which also contains a casino, and func-
tions as an independently run, nongovernmental art venue. The six works on
display could be loosely grouped under the exhibition’s subtitle, “Asian Digital
Art,” though the curator clearly did not intend to chase technological frontiers.
Each work addressed human conditions rather than technical prowess. In What
Is Your Favorite Primitive? (2023), Taiwanese artist Li Yi-Fan riffs endlessly on the
relationship between image-makers and software services—a form of self-re-
flection: “l seem to have all-powerful abilities, but in the end | still must comply
with the rules of their production conditions.

Watching Li spiral into delirium within the software’s virtual space is exhilarat-
ing. But the mental state he embodies is, frankly, worlds away from Macao. Both
Weng-io and | felt that Macao sometimes resembles a city of NPCs. This gentle
city—with its meticulous administrative procedures and its courteous, rule-abid-
ing citizens—seems to be earnestly performing the roles assigned by external
systems. Calm, compliant, never complaining, never acting out or stepping
beyond the lines. Rules, though intangible and rarely spoken aloud, nonetheless
firmly shape how everyone moves.

Speaking of rules, I've never truly grasped gambling games: slots, roulette,
blackjack... | watched the action at The Parisian casino for a long time and only
felt dizzy (on a side note, Macao casinos only accept Hong Kong dollar cash).
The rules are designed to help the casino profit; by setting the odds, the house
can never lose. Yet players—though they are bound to lose—continue to place
bets, one after another. This reveals a touch of the absurd: as a friend who
mocked me for not daring to enter the casino once said, the casino is the most
“secure” place—the rules are fixed, the house always wins, and all the risk is
borne by the gamblers. So, what about the art within the casino context? Should
one choose the safest option, or the one that is entertaining but risky?

This summer, all six of Macao’s major gaming concessionaires—from MGM to
Sands China—contributed exhibits, forming the “!Special Exhibition” unit for this
year’s Macao Biennale. However, these exhibitions—featuring Picasso, Cai Guo-
Qiang’s Al, and dopamine-hued Sesame Street puppets—seem entirely discon-
nected from the main venue’s themes. It would have been fascinating to host
exhibitions within the casinos! For instance, commissioning works that critically
discuss why Macao opts to build “Londoner” and “Parisian” resorts instead of
“Mongolian” or “Shanghainese” ones, or using art to directly respond to concepts

If the Macao Biennale
could abandon its rigid
pursuit of being “contem-
porary,” if it could allow
international commissions
more time to foster genuine
local connections...

like “randomness,” “money,” “risk,” and “luck.” Such projects would have been
remarkable feats.

But the casino does not play at its own table. When it comes to matters con-
cerning itself, even art, the cost must be calculated, and risk must be miti-
gated. Anecdotally, I've heard that the casinos stage these exhibitions either
because supporting public welfare with a portion of their profits is a prerequisite
for renewing their gaming concessions, or because the VIP halls reserved for
high-rollers have seen little business recently and are thus standing empty. Ulti-
mately, | am left wondering: does the casino possess the daring and fortitude to
invite artists in to observe, create, and perhaps even disrupt the rules?

In essence, my observation is that the Biennale functions primarily as a carnival—
a mechanism for the Macao government to provide internal cultural services to
its citizens and externally enhance the city’s image. It is designed to generate
dopamine and escape from pain and risk; the casinos merely align with this
municipal strategy. Furthermore, while the curatorial team from mainland China
used a central question to govern the main venue’s exhibition, that question
functions more as a pretext for showcasing a vast and all-encompassing array
of “contemporary art,” rather than generating deep, localized reflection or sen-
timent interwoven with the immediate place and time. | recall the frustration
vented by a painter: while Macao appears to host numerous art extravaganzas,
people merely look at the exhibitions, take photos, and engage in little actual
exchange. The painter lamented: “Macao emphasizes its identity as an ‘inter-
national entertainment city, and most artistic activities rely on government and
casino funding. However, this system’s understanding of art and artistic lan-
guage is far too conservative.”

I met this ink painter at the opening of an exhibition hosted by the Fundacao
Oriente (Orient Foundation). The foundation’s office is located within Camdes
Garden, housed in an 18th-century Portuguese heritage building. The Fundacéao
Oriente, originally established in Portugal, is a non-profit institution dedicated to
promoting cultural exchange between Portugal and Asia, and its Macao office

is frequently rented as an exhibition space. The exhibition opening that night,
titled “After Oriental Garden,” was no exception. This exhibition belonged to the
Biennale’s key segment, the “Local Curatorial Project” program. Local curators
may submit their proposals to the Biennale’s selection committee; those chosen
receive funding support to stage their exhibitions during the Biennale and are
simultaneously put forward as candidates to represent Macao at the following
year’s Venice Biennale.? “After Oriental Garden” invited artists from diverse geo-
graphical and cultural backgrounds to respond to Macao’s historical geography
and colonial experience. The centerpiece was a series of installations centered
on the Lin Kai River, which was filled in long ago, created by the group Vividly
(Jay Lee & Jay Lei). According to research conducted on the Memaéria de Macau
website, the Lin Kai River was reclaimed around 1914. Though barely a century
has passed, it has already “slowly vanished from the memory of residents.”3

Many place names in Macao contain the characters for “lotus” and “mirror.”
The clan of the modern industrialist Zheng Guanying was permanently set-
tled in Macao, and their family residence, the Zheng Family House, features a
couplet reading: “Facing the mirror sea in front, leaning against the lotus peak



FEREEAR behind.” The “lotus” originates from Macao’s topography, which resembled a

B mMK lotus flower before land reclamation, while “mirror” derives from Macao’s older

Lou Lim loc Garden appellation, Houh Ging Ou ( iZ$%# , Oyster Mirror Bay): this name refers both

Photo: Nie Xiaoyi to the once-flourishing local oyster farming industry and metaphorically likens
Macao’s calm bay to a polished mother-of-pearl mirror. The character “ & ” itself
fundamentally means bay or harbor. Aside from the aforementioned Houh Ging
Ou, Macao has also been known as Houh Gong (i1 , Oyster River), Lihn Dou
(G5, Lotus Island), Heung Saan Ou ( L& ), and Ma Gok ( 13i& , A-Ma’s Pavil-
ion). It has been historically established that the name “Macao” is a Portuguese
abbreviation of Amagao, the waterway in front of the A-Ma Temple.*

There is a line in the patriotic poem The Song of Seven Sons that states: “Do you
know Macao has never been my real name?” In fact, Macao’s nomenclature is a
deep and complex palimpsest, extending far beyond the name “Macao.” During
my days in Macao, | sought refuge from the scorching sun inside the Sun Yat
Sen Memorial House, cast divination blocks (jiao) at the A-Ma Temple during a
typhoon, and journeyed to the edge of the island at dusk to visit the Chapel of
Our Lady of Sorrows, designed for lepers by the resident Italian architect Oseo
Acconci. From this rich texture, stories related to Macao surged forth. It is pre-
cisely because these traces carry the destinies of ordinary people across centu-
ries that Macao’s streets, temples, and alleys are so delicately moving.

Yet, when it comes to “contemporary art,” the Macao government operates
with an engineering-based mindset. The Biennale appears to pursue contem-
poraneity for its own sake, resulting in a conspicuous absence of an integrated,
Macao-centric narrative and critical perspective. In truth, why insist on importing
“contemporary art” defined by predetermined global paradigms? The region’s
history of cross-cultural artistic exchange, its still-vibrant traditional local culture,
and its dedicated, long-standing art communities (such as the Macao Interna-
tional Queer Film Festival and the Artistry of Wind Box Community Development)
are, individually, already sources of Macao’s distinction. The Macao Biennale
should tell Macao’s story.

If the Macao Biennale could abandon its rigid pursuit of being “contemporary,” if

it could allow international commissions more time to foster genuine local con-
nections, and if it permitted its indigenous art history to exhibit its relevance to the
current context, only then might the Biennale acquire substance and vitality. Just
as no living person is born merely to be an NPC, art that genuinely moves people
will never be confined by the single label of “contemporary.” Between the lotus
peak and the mirror sea, art possesses its own enduring roots.

Nie Xiaoyi, writer, researcher and educator, one of the editors of Qilu Criticism, Curatorial Fellow of
De Ying Foundation (2024-2025).
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