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Abstract 

 

Following government reforms in China during the 1980s, an increasing number 

of Chinese artists are now studying and working overseas, including in Australia. This 

research explores the impact of changing attitudes in China toward contemporary art 

and what this means for an emerging generation of Chinese artists working 

internationally. I consider how Chinese artists working outside of China today can 

capture their cross-cultural experience and establish a sense of identity in a changing 

globalised world. I explore how contemporary art can capture two different 

worldviews and reflect a cross-cultural dialogue between different societies. My 

practice-led visual arts research project, accompanied by this exegesis, addresses 

these considerations through my experience as a Chinese artist working in Australia. 
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Introduction 

 

Globalisation… highlights a particular mobility of cultural flow—respectively, 

of capital, people, commodities, images, and ideologies—through which the 

spaces of the globe are becoming increasingly intertwined. 

—Jonathan Xavier Inda and Renato Rosaldo
1
 

 

In our globalised contemporary world, many artists of different nationalities and 

cultures are exploring the challenges and opportunities of an increasingly 

interconnected existence. Two key developments arising from globalisation that have 

had an impact on contemporary art are the frequent communication and connection 

between artists via travel and the freer exchange of ideas through advancing 

information technologies. More than ever, artists are unrestricted by geographical 

boundaries and can participate in a wide range of art communities. Indeed, 

globalisation and cultural diversity are key characteristics of contemporary art, as 

observed by many art historians, such as Terry Smith, Gordon Mathews, Anthony 

King, Peter Berger, and Samuel Huntington.
2
 

                                                 

1 
Jonathan Xavier Inda and Renato Rosaldo, “Introduction: A World in Motion,” in The Anthropology 

of Globalisation: A Reader, ed. Jonathan Xavier Inda and Renato Rosaldo (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 

2002), 1–34. 

2 
Terry Smith, What Is Contemporary Art? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009); Gordon 

Mathews, Global Culture/Individual Identity (London: Routledge, 2000); Anthony D. King, Culture, 

Globalisation and the World-System: Contemporary Conditions for the Representation of 

Identity (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1997); Peter L. Berger and Samuel P. 

Huntington, Many Globalisations: Cultural Diversity in the Contemporary World (Cary, NC: Oxford 

University Press, 2002). 
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In these discussions, however, there has been recognition that the experience of 

the individual artist is often lost. For example, Gordon Mathews in Global 

Culture/Individual Identity argues that generalised terms such as globalisation often 

fail to capture the specific details and personal accounts of individual artists, 

including how their work is transformed by experiences in new locations and 

communities.
3
 However, as a practice-led researcher, I use my work to present my 

voice, which provides a personal account of an artist practising across cultures. I am 

originally from the Chinese province of Shandong, but for several years I have lived 

and studied in Brisbane, Australia. Issues surrounding identity dominate my practice 

and I use painting and installation to explore the oscillation between a fixity and 

disruption of identity in a globalised world. While working in the studio, I maintain 

both a visual memory and double awareness of both my hometown in Shandong and 

my new (if only temporary) home in Brisbane. As Robert Young observes in Colonial 

Desire: Hybridity in Theory, disruption of identity in a globalised world prompts the 

search for fixity: 

Today’s self-proclaimed mobile and multiple identities may be a marker not of 

contemporary social fluidity and dispossession, but of a new stability, self-

assurance and quietism. Fixity of identity is only sought in situations of 

instability and disruption, of conflict and change.
4
 

                                                 

3
 Mathews, Global Culture/Individual Identity. 

4 
Robert Young, Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (London: Routledge, 1995). 
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This search for identity in my work is extended by exploring my experience of 

cross-cultural exchange and a meeting of two very different approaches to painting. 

Importantly, my studio practice has revolved around reconciling a long tradition of 

Chinese painting, which initially informed my practice, with living and working in 

Australia where I have been exposed to new forms of visual art. During my doctoral 

research, I returned to China for several months, which added another layer of 

interaction in my cross-cultural dialogue between China and Australia, and this 

reinforced my emerging artistic identity being shaped by two different cultural 

perspectives. As Gillian Rose argues, a concern with identity is very often the result 

of “experiences of migration and cultural changing and mixing,” and that a sense of 

place is critical in the formation of self.
5
 Similarly, Steven Leuthold notes in Cross-

Cultural Issues in Art: Frames for Understanding that studying art across cultures 

leads to a reflexive understanding of the self: 

One of the advantages of studying art across culture and across time is the 

reflexive value that we develop for understanding the nature of the self. In many 

cultures, traditional concepts of the self have suggested spiritual immanence: a 

conceptualization of the self as ‘soul’. The sense of the self as the soul has been 

developed through visual metaphoric representations of the activity of inner life.
6
 

 

                                                 

5 
Gillian Rose, “Place and Identity: A Sense of Place.” In A Place in the World?: Places, Cultures and 

Globalisation , ed. Doreen Massey and P. M. Jess (Oxford: Oxford University in association with Open 

University, 1995): 116. 

6
 Steven Leuthold, Cross-Cultural Issues in Art: Frames for Understanding (London: Taylor and 

Francis, 2010), 242–243.  
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Many artists of Chinese heritage working in Australia have explored ideas of 

identity. One of the best known of these artists is Australian-born Lindy Lee, whose 

work will be discussed later in this exegesis. Lee comments on the importance of the 

self in her work and how she is divided between her Chinese and Australian self: 

Almost all of my life I’ve been preoccupied with the nature of ‘self’ in the 

world. For me it has to do with being a divided self—Chinese and 

Australian—and the feeling of being neither this, nor that, but both.
7
 

Lee’s visual language and engagement with ideas of time, space and place have 

influenced me considerably, but my own cross-cultural experience is more aligned to 

artists such as Guan Wei, whose work has been transformed by living in Australia. 

His Chinese cultural heritage and his exposure to contemporary art practices have 

strongly shaped his practice and provide a reference for my own creative process. His 

gentle satire and humorous painting style are redolent of Chinese traditional literati 

paintings;
8
 he uses a subtle visual language, but also works in a contemporary mode. 

Wei’s career is divided into four periods: the Chinese period (1990–92); the Eastern 

and Western cultural period (1992–95); the environmental period (1996–2000); and 

the Australian political period (2002–present). In his work, Wei has increasingly 

                                                 

7
 Gillian Ridsdale, "Lindy Lee: The Dark of Absolute Freedom. Learning Resource" (Brisbane: 

University of Queensland Art Museum, 2015), 

https://issuu.com/uqartmuseum/docs/lindy_lee_learning_resource_final_h. 

8
 “The literati painting is the ideal form of the Chinese scholar-painter who was more interested in 

personal erudition and expression than in literal representation or an immediately attractive surface 

beauty.” “Literati Painting,” China Online Museum, 2019, 

https://www.comuseum.com/painting/schools/literati-painting/. 

https://issuu.com/uqartmuseum/docs/lindy_lee_learning_resource_final_h
https://www.comuseum.com/painting/schools/literati-painting/
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concentrated on Australian culture and politics,
9
 but his paintings also give an 

Australian audience insights into Chinese art forms. He successfully ties Chinese 

heritage and myth to an Australian spirit and symbolism, as can be seen in 

Trepidation Continent (Figure 1), which shows a map of Australia with a strong 

visual message regarding immigration policies. Artists such as Guan Wei demonstrate 

a strong sensitivity to their newly adopted culture and his experience of working in 

Australia resulted in a significant shift in his painting practice. Similarly, my work has 

been transformed by working across cultures. 

 

Figure 1. Guan Wei, Trepidation Continent No. 2, 2003, drawing on paper map, 67 x 82cm, 

collection of the artist 

This exegesis is divided into four chapters. The first chapter provides a brief history 

of Chinese artists moving away from China in recent years and the changing attitudes 

                                                 

9
 Dinah Dysart, Natalie King, and Hou Hanru, Guan Wei (Fisherman's Bend, Vic.: Craftsman House, 

2006). 
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toward contemporary art in China. I argue that a Chinese ‘diaspora’ of artists moving 

to Western countries in the late 1980s and early 1990s worked in a different context 

and with different motivations than later generations of Chinese artists working 

overseas. I argue that the art of the millennial generation can be better characterised in 

terms of ‘transexperience’ than as a diaspora. In the second chapter, I expand on the 

ideas of ‘transexperience’ and what this means in terms of an artist’s sense of time, 

space and place. In the third chapter, I describe how my work makes metaphorical use 

of the mirror as a useful device for exploring ideas of identity and cross-cultural 

exchange. In the fourth chapter, I reflect on the ways that my practice has developed 

and changed because of my own experiences of working between China and Australia. 
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Chapter 1: Contemporary Chinese Artists: Diaspora to 

Transexperience 

 

We are using dynamic and creative means to take the problems produced 

within our Chinese context and gradually transferring them into the broader 

field of international culture. We will cause them to undergo a process of 

‘universalization’ or ‘expansion’. 

 —Fei Dawei
10

 

 

In the context of globalisation, diaspora usually describes peoples who are 

geographically displaced from the emotional and material security of their native 

land.
11

 The term has been closely tied with the exile of the Jews from their historic 

homeland; however, writers such as William Safran have expanded this definition to 

include a broader range of groups.
12

 As Safran remarks, diaspora at the end of the 

twentieth century became more nuanced than a permanent relocation that relegated 

one’s homeland to an imagined place in the past.
13

 Similarly, in “Rethinking 

‘Babylon’: Iconoclastic Conceptions of the Diasporic Experience,” Robin Cohen 

explains how the notion of diaspora in the late twentieth century expanded to include 

                                                 

10
 Fei Dawei. “Does a Culture in Exile Necessarily Wither? A Letter to Li Xianting (1991/2003),” in 

Contemporary Chinese Art: Primary Documents, ed. Wu Hung (New York: The Museum of Modern 

Art, 2010), 254. 

11 
Gabriel Sheffer, ed. Modern Diasporas in International Politics (New York: St Martin’s, 1986). 

12 
William Safran, “Diasporas in Modern Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return,” Diaspora: A 

Journal of Transnational Studies 1, no. 1 (1991): 83–99. 

13
 Safran, “Diasporas in Modern Societies.”  
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a range of ethnic groups.
14

 Diaspora has therefore come to describe the movement of 

a wide range of people from various countries; for example, scientists, intellectuals, 

engineers, football players, and artists.
15

  

Since the early 1900s, Chinese artists have been exposed to Western art practices 

and from 1919 many of them participated in government-sponsored educational 

programmes overseas. For example, Lin Fengmian (1900–91), Xu Beihong (1895–

1953), and Zhao Wuji (1920–2013) all studied Western painting techniques in Europe 

and returned to China to create a “national-style.”
16

 These programmes were 

interrupted by the Cold War (1947–91), which created divisions between the East and 

West, including a growing suspicion of contemporary art in China. It was not until the 

end of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) that Chinese artists were again exposed to 

a wide range of contemporary art practices. By 1978, Chinese government reforms 

began to open China to the rest of the world, leading to a significant impact on the 

social, economic, political and cultural fabric of Chinese society.  

A key event in the recent history of Chinese contemporary art was the Star Art 

Exhibition held in Beijing in 1979. This was organised by a group of avant-garde 

artists—the Xingxing or Stars Art Group—who, without permission, presented 

Western style art works that challenged political authority. From 1981 to 1986, 

                                                 

14
 Robin Cohen, “Rethinking 'Babylon': Iconoclastic Conceptions of the Diasporic Experience,” The 

International Library of Studies on Migration no. 9 (1999): 252–65. 

15 
Stephane Düfoix, Diasporas, trans. William Rodamor, 2nd ed. (Berkley, California: University of 

California Press, 2008), 106–08.  

16
 Michael Sullivan, Art and Artists of Twentieth-Century China (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1996). 
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members of Xingxing went abroad one after another: Wang Keping and Li Shuang 

moved to France; Ai Weiwei, Yan Li, Zhong Acheng, and ShaoFei immigrated to the 

United States; Qu Leilei moved to England; Huang Rui moved to Japan; and Ma 

Desheng moved to Switzerland.
17 

This unofficial group eventually dissolved but they 

pioneered a generation of artists leaving China. These artists began to work as exiles 

from China, adopting contemporary Western art forms, and initially believing they 

would never return.
18

 

The events at Tiananmen Square on 4 June 1989 marked a watershed moment for 

Chinese artists, and many Western countries provided political shelter for Chinese 

students or scholars following these events.
19

 Many exiled artists of the 1990s were 

crucial in pioneering the fusion of Western and Eastern culture in contemporary art. 

Their work continued to include a sustained attentiveness and reimagining of Chinese 

culture, no matter where they went. For example, Cai Guo-Qiang utilises gunpowder 

as a medium and Gu Wenda, Xu Bing, and Wu Zhuanshan use Chinese characters as 

pictorial visual elements to create landscape paintings.
20 

Many artists who left China 

in the late 1980s and early 1990s explored their changing relationship with their 

Chinese heritage and expressed their views on the political environment in China. 

                                                 

17 
Michael Sullivan, The Arts of China, 4th, expand and rev. ed. (London; Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1999).
 

18 
Patricia Eichenbaum Karetzky. “Contemporary Art by Chinese Diaspora in a Global Age,” East 

Asian Journal of Popular Culture 2, no. 2 (2016): 267–85. 

19 
David Zweig and Chen Changgui, China's Brain Drain to the United States: Views of Overseas 

Chinese Students and Scholars in the 1990s (Berkeley, CA: Institute of East Asian Studies, University 

of California, 1995). 

20
 Zweig and Changgui, China's Brain Drain, 178–224. 
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Among them are Huang Yongping
21

 and Chen Zhen, who moved to France; Xu Bing, 

who moved to the United States; Sheng Qi, who moved to England; and Cai Guo-

Qiang, who moved to Japan. Many of these artists endeavoured to maintain a dialogue 

with their regional cultural traditions and much of their work is issues-based and 

concerns inequality. As Paul Gladston states regarding the migration of these Chinese 

artists: 

This resulted in the making of conspicuously hybrid, transnational art works, 

involving deconstructive juxtapositions or attempted reconciliation of Western 

and Chinese cultural elements as means of addressing global issues of 

economic and political inequality.
22

 

According to Melissa Chiu, who bases her arguments on the writing of Edward 

Said, Chinese artists working overseas use three strategies.
23

 Firstly, she explains how 

artists might restore Chinese imagery and iconography from the past. For example, 

Cai Guo-Qiang restaged his artwork Rent Collection Courtyard at the Venice 

Biennale in 1999 (Figure 2). The original had been created in 1965 during the 

Cultural Revolution to oppose the declaration of feudalism. When the work was 

restaged in a contemporary Western environment, it was far removed from its original 

political meaning. Similarly, Guo Jian and Zhang Hongtu used traditional portraits of 

Mao Zedong and images from the Cultural Revolution in their practice. A second 

                                                 

21
 Huang Yong ping went to Paris for the opening of Magiciens de la Terre at the time of Tiananmen 

Massacre and remained there. 

22
 Paul Gladston, Contemporary Chinese Art: A Critical History (London: Reaktion Books, 2014), 167. 

23
 Melissa Chiu, Breakout: Chinese Art Outside China (Milan: Edizioni Charta, 2006); Edward W. 

Said, “Travelling Theory,” in The Edward Said Reader. ed. Moustafa Bayoumi and Andrew Rubin 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1982), 169. 
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strategy available to Chinese artists working overseas is to juxtapose Chinese 

memories with international realities and Western culture, such as Ah Xian’s 

porcelain busts of living figures overlaid with traditional Chinese designs. Thirdly, 

artists might choose to modify traditional Chinese symbols for use in their own work. 

For example, Xu Bing’s Square Word Calligraphy (Figures 3 and 4) features a font 

created by the artist that is similar to Chinese calligraphy although it uses the English 

alphabet; or Yang Jiechang’s 100 Layers of Ink (Figure 5), which references 

traditional Chinese ink painting by its layers of ink that have been deposited over time, 

but departs significantly from traditional ink painting.
24

 As Chiu observes, these 

strategies allow artists to confirm their own identity while producing a metaphor of 

cultural difference and commenting on changing traditions.
25

  

 

Figure 2. Cai Guo-Qiang, Venice's Rent Collection Courtyard, 1999, clay, wire-and-wood 

armatures 

                                                 

24 Chiu, Breakout. 

25 Chiu, Breakout, 52. 
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Figure 3. Xu Bing, Square Word Calligraphy Classroom, 1994, mixed media installation; 

instructional video, model books, copybooks, ink, brushes, brush stands, blackboard 

 

Figure 4. Xu Bing, Square Word Calligraphy: Crossing Brooklyn Ferry, 2018, ink on paper, 227 x 

124cm, Brooklyn Museum, New York 
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Figure 5. Yang Jiechang, 100 Layers of Ink, 1996–98, ink on xuan paper, gauze, 120 x 175cm, 

Alisan Fine Arts, Hong Kong 

 

By the late 1990s, questions were being raised in China about how to reconcile 

Eastern and Western culture in an international community. There was a growing 

awareness of the importance of art and culture in the promotion of China and 

establishing its place in a global world.
26

 International curator Hou Hanru states that 

these changes provided a new starting point and opportunity for Chinese artists living 

overseas, including those who were incorporating Chinese traditions and critiquing 

mainstream discourses and practice of Western art.
27 

In 2000, China signed a bilateral 

                                                 

26  
Gladston, Contemporary Chinese Art.

 

27
 Hou Hanru and Gao Minglu, “Strategies of Survival in the Third Space: A Conversation on the 

Situation of Overseas Chinese Artists in the 1990s,” in Inside/Out: New Chinese Art, ed. Gao Minglu 

(San Francisco; New York; Berkeley: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art; Asia Society Galleries; 

University of California Press, 1998), 183. 
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agreement with the European Union and in 2001 joined the World Trade Organization, 

which led to China's booming economy. Industrial and communication infrastructure 

underwent rapid development and a process of accelerated modern urbanisation.  

With this changed environment, expatriate artists such as Ah Xian and Gu Wenda 

started to return to China and to work out of studios in China and abroad. The Chinese 

contemporary art market and creative industries also began to thrive, with increased 

exhibitions and publications of catalogues and art theory books. The development of 

contemporary art museums saw foreign artists and curators invited to stage art 

exhibitions in China; for example, the Shanghai Biennale in 2000 and the Guangdong 

Biennale in 2002. In 2003, the Chinese government also sponsored Chinese artists at 

the Venice Biennale for the first time. In addition, contemporary art exhibitions are no 

longer banned in China, and the government has invited some contemporary artists 

back home. For example, Cai Guo-Qiang was commissioned to design the fireworks 

display at the 2001 Asia-Pacific economic cooperation summit in Shanghai and Xu 

Bing was appointed Vice-Chairman of the Beijing International Financial Arts Center 

in 2008. In recent years, the return rate of overseas artists has increased. This is not 

only because of the Chinese government's liberal stance on Chinese contemporary art 

but, as Paul Gladston notes, also because of these artists’ disillusionment with the 

international art world.
28

 

                                                 

28
 Gladston, Contemporary Chinese Art.
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I belong to a younger generation of Chinese artists who have emerged from this 

changed environment and whose artistic career has developed during the shifts in 

government policies towards contemporary art. Chinese people who were born 

between 1980 and 2000 grew up in a period of dramatic economic and technological 

development. Immersed in mass media and the Internet, these generations, of which I 

am also a part, were educated about many different cultures around the world. Since 

the 1990s, the Chinese government has supported the international mobility of 

students and academics to study abroad by simplifying the application processes.
29

 

Following these reforms in policy, there are increasing opportunities for self-funded 

Chinese students to go abroad. In the last 27 years, the number of Chinese students 

studying abroad has experienced sustained growth, from only 2,950 in 1990 to 

608,400 students in 2017.
30

 Also, after 1990, Chinese universities significantly 

expanded their enrolments, including in art academies. Most Chinese colleges and 

universities have focused on cultivating international talent and send students to 

overseas universities for short- or long-term exchanges.
31

  

The curriculum in Chinese art academies is very different to what is taught in 

countries such as Australia. As a Fine Art student in China, I was frustrated by the 

narrow focus on technical competence and art historical ‘facts’, as I was seeking more 

experimental and critical approaches to my practice. While experimental practices 
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have been developed and established in a few art schools in China, realism still 

dominates. This was problematic for me because it was difficult to develop new ideas 

and content away from historically entrenched realistic painting. During my time 

studying in Australia, I have been attracted by the diversity of forms and materials 

used in contemporary art. Contemporary art is more diverse and is full of 

contradictions. I have noticed that established genres, media, and styles no longer 

carry the same deterministic weight among artists. Art appears in unusual forms and 

places, blending together or even erasing borders between different types of arts. I 

have encountered new forms of contemporary art during my own travels and 

experiences, which has had a direct impact on my artistic expression and my studio 

practice. Many Chinese artists such as myself are seeking opportunities to study 

abroad to broaden their horizons.  

For many young Chinese artists, their practice has shifted from a focus on issues 

of inequality or the actions of the Chinese government to a concern with identity by 

engaging with the possibilities of contemporary art. For example, the Birdhead 

photographers, Song Tao and Ji Weiyu, use video installation and collaborate with 

electronic music artists SongTao and B6 and the Beijing-based painter/collagist Song 

Kun. Song Kun's It's My Life (Figures 6 and 7) spans a one-year narrative of painting 

and is composed of 365 small canvases. The canvases are snapshots of the artist’s real 

life across the year. Some are realistic; others are emotional depictions. The events, 

objects, or everyday chores are translated into her artistic storytelling, inviting 
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viewers to experience and to find clues in the painted details about her life and 

experiences. Though the fragmentary moments in Song Kun's work, she provides a 

documentary perspective into the daily life of a member of the younger Chinese 

generation.
32

 As Gladston writes of artists of this generation: 

[they] appear to pursue a self-conscious eschewal of any direction form of 

criticality in favour of more oblique/poetic forms of aesthetic expression 

and/or the narrowly focused representation of localized circumstances, 

experiences and identities.
33 

 

 

Figure 6. Song Kun, It's My Life 2005–6, photography, installation view at the Hammer Museum, 

Los Angeles, 2007 
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Figure 7.  Song Kun, It’s My Life 05-08-31, 2005, oil on canvas, 27 x 35cm, Universal Studios 

Beijing, Beijing 

 

As Melissa Chiu argues, the experience of many Chinese artists migrating to the 

West is best understood in terms of ‘transexperience’. Transexperience provides a 

more fluid structure for understanding an artist’s relationship to their homeland than 

the notion of diaspora, as the homeland is not only positioned in the past but also in 

the present.
34

 As Rogers Brubaker argues, the term ‘diaspora’ has become confused, 

with its meaning “stretched in various directions,” and he proposes that there should 

be a re-definition of diaspora.
35

 For me, the framework of transexperience resonates 

much more with my practice than diaspora because my relationship with my 
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homeland is fluid. For me, China is not a place relegated to the past, as was often the 

case for exiled diasporic artists, but is very much part of my present. The experience 

of travelling between countries affects my psychological state and sense of self-

identity, and the concepts surrounding transexperience more accurately explain my 

reality as a Chinese artist working overseas. In the next chapter, I will discuss 

transexperience in more detail and explain why it is an appropriate way to explain my 

situation. 
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Chapter 2: Exploring Transexperience: Time, Space, and Place 

 

[Transexperience is] a mode of thinking and method of artistic creation that is 

capable of connecting the preceding with the following, adapting itself to 

changing circumstances, accumulating year-in year-out experience, and being 

triggered at any instant. Furthermore, this type of experiential concept relates 

to an extremely important matter; that is, to immerse oneself in life, to blend 

and identify oneself to others.  

—Chen Zhen
36

 

 

 

Transexperience was a concept first developed by the Chinese artist Chen Zhen 

(1955–2000) in the late 1990s, which he applied to his own artistic practice. Chen 

believed that a crucial factor in the cross-cultural experience is to let the past 

influence the present. Chen applied the techniques he learned in China to his 

contemporary art and was particularly concerned with the relationship between the 

past, the present, and the future. Transexperience focuses on an artist’s cross-cultural 

experiences of time, space and place—the psychological impact of time. Philosopher 

and psychologist William James (1842–1910) believed humans have a dynamic 

relationship with the past and how they perceive time.
37

 Transexperience can be seen 

as a representation of the connection and understanding of different periods and 
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events in life. It is characterised by overlapping and by moving activities that connect 

the past and present to adapt to the changing environment. Experiences accumulated 

year after year can be triggered at any time. This concept of time allows for the 

immersion of the self in life and stimulates one to maximise their life experience as 

the past can always influence the present.
38

 Transexperience allows for multiple 

experiences, not just dual experiences or dual axes of home and settlement. This 

aligns with my practice, as my connection to China is continual and changing, even 

when I am in another country. Furthermore, my time in Australia is a complicated and 

multi-faceted experience. 

The concept of the ‘third space’ is also important when considering 

transexperience. Postcolonial theories have suggested that when two cultures collide, 

an interactive and evolving third space appears. This space was conceptualised by 

Homi Bhabha and extended by Nikos Papastergiadis, who proposed an 

interconnecting channel between the place of origin and the place of adoption.
39

 In his 

1994 book The Location of Culture,
40 

Bhabha argues that the temporary 

dissynchronism of global and national cultures develops a cultural space—the third 

space. This space has the property of ‘in-between’ and ‘hybridity’ and is where 

different cultures negotiate boundaries. Bhabha reminds us that cultural identity is 
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always changing and expressive. 

The idea of a third space—an in-between space—has been challenged by theorists 

because it is hard to define and is an unstable term with meanings beyond the 

boundaries of cultural identity. As Hou Hanru argues, the concept of third space 

creates a kind of “immigration culture.”
41

 However, it also captures my experience of 

moving and communicating between China and Australia, or Shandong and 

Queensland. In my practice, the third space perfectly encapsulates my experience of 

living in Australia—of someone living in a transitional position. Chinese curator Gao 

Minglu, who lives in the United States, supports the theory of the third space and 

argues that many  Chinese artists are becoming the subject of “post-orientalism.”  
42

The priority for Chinese artists overseas is to adapt their own cultural experience to 

their new environment to create this new third space, rather than simply to conserve 

Chinese culture.
43 

The metaphor of the third space also helps others to understand the 

work of artists working overseas, artists who play the role of cultural translator 

between two or more cultures.  

The intersection of a geographical location or place also intersects with ideas of 

time and space. A sense of place is formed by the profound experiences of individuals 

or groups in a fixed geographical place.
44

 Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan explains that from 
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the perspective of anthropology, this ‘feeling’, this sense of place, is concentrated in 

the fields of tourism and geography. Tuan in his book Space and Place: The 

Perspectives of Experience also introduces the idea of our application of feelings to 

specific spaces and places.
45

 When a person associates a sense of belonging to a space 

they have experienced, the space becomes a carrier or perception and memory; in turn, 

the space becomes a place and the perception of it forms a ‘sense of place’. 

A sense of place inspires imagination or meditation. According to Leuthold, a 

sense of place is a source of one’s feeling of ‘belonging’ to a location or community, 

and consequently it is a dimension of intercultural relations.
46 

The art of expressing a 

sense of place does not mean merely representing the natural world, but expressing 

the vitality and essence of nature, a sense of belonging, and profound spiritual 

connection.
47

 East Asia was one of the earliest regions to express a sense of place 

through art, reflected in a combination of art, poetry, and religious expression. In 

Chinese artists’ processes of cultivating a Chinese aesthetic consciousness, there are 

strong connections between Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism and Marxism.
48

 For 

example, in Fan Kuan's Xishan travel map (Figure 8), the use of scattered perspective 

points is designed to convey the mountains. This is the ideal metaphysical landscape 

and all the elements harmonise and express the same internally connected ideas 
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within Taoism.
49

 Chinese landscape painting is a place of expression, just as is the 

case in many Western landscapes. For example, J. M. W. Turner’s painting Ship in 

the Storm (Figure 9) conveys some of the same spirit as in Chinese landscape painting, 

but the terrible power of nature is beyond human control, emphasising emotional 

imagination.
50

 Turner’s work is emblematic of Romantic painters, who focused on 

extreme phenomena in nature, thus showing a different perspective from the harmony 

between man and nature expressed in Chinese landscape painting. As indicated here, 

different social ideologies influence aesthetics and artistic expression.
51 

Reflecting 

upon the connection between Eastern and Western aesthetic theories has helped me to 

understand my own work and how a sense of place is reflected in my practice.  
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Figure 8. Fan Kuan, Travelers among Mountains and Streams, Song Dynasty (960–1279), ink and 

light colour on silk, 206.3 x 103.3cm, National Palace Museum, Taipei 

 

Figure 9. J. M. W. Turner, Ship in a Storm, 1826, mezzotint on paper, 15.1 x 21.3cm, Tate Britain, 

London 
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A deep sense of place, borne of the connection between the spiritual and natural 

world, helped me to combat displacement. Space and place are essential when 

considering cross-cultural relations. I propose that my collective experiences across 

different spaces have given me a sense of place embedded with feeling, and it is 

through painting that I can capture these feelings. My practice focuses on the way that 

a painted image can be felt as well as seen, that paintings can reveal a feeling of place 

through meditation and contemplation.
52

 I am recording my cross-cultural experiences 

of different spaces and places between Shandong and Brisbane and use painting to 

forge a third space, a psychological place of ambiguity, fluidity, and hybridity.   

Before moving onto a discussion of my own practice, I will first discuss the work 

of Lindy Lee, whose dialogue between Eastern and Western cultures has inspired my 

artistic expression. As a key exemplar, she has dealt with the complex relationship 

between time, space and place in the Chinese/Australian context and in her 

exploration of identity. As the child of a first-generation immigrant Chinese 

Australian, born in Brisbane, Lee focuses on her cross-cultural experience and 

heritage in her work. For Lee, ‘longing’ is a key word because it is about desire and 

yearning, which also points to a sense of loss or a deficiency. But she thinks there is 

also a generative energy to longing, because “when you long for something, you are 

actually longing for some kind of wholeness.”
53

 ‘Longing,’ ‘belonging,’ ‘time,’ and 

‘home’ are four words she uses to structure her work in progress. 
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At the start of Lee’s career in 1980, photocopying or hand-copying dominated her 

expressive technique, such as in The Silence of Painters (Figure 10). Throughout her 

early work, she referenced traditional Western paintings as well as China’s history 

and her family history, searching for connections. Lee recalls, “I loved the flawed 

copy, because it was a representation of what I was; I felt split and divided, and it was 

supremely painful.”
54

 In the process of authenticating the copy, she was ultimately 

authenticating self. Lee was inhabiting the distance between ‘self’ and ‘other’, of 

belonging and not belonging, a kind of third space. 

 

 
Figure 10. Lindy Lee, The Silence of Painters, 1987, synthetic polymer paint, photocopy on paper, 

92.5 x 101.5 x 30cm, Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney 
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The ideas underpinning Lee’s practice—in particular, her concept of the void—

intersects closely with own my practice. Influenced by Taoism and Buddhism and a 

student of Zen Buddhism, Lee examines the concept of original nature and the 

universe in her work and explores greater questions of existence through meditation, 

painting, and sculpture. In works such as Rain and Rippling Night (Figure 11), Lee 

ruptures the surface of the paper and metal multiple times with fire to explore the idea 

of split identity. She uses hot rods and plasma-cutters to render holes—voids—

through thick paper and metal. Lee is concerned with time and impermanence, as she 

remarked in an interview: 

Time is void. Zen practice directs me to something fundamental about being, 

which is that we are constantly in flux and change. The void is not ‘nothing’, 

and it is also no objective ‘thing’. The void or Emptiness is about process—

each moment emptying into the next.
55

 

                                                 

55
 Ridsdale, “Lindy Lee,” 7. 



 29 

 

Figure 11. Lindy Lee, Rain and Rippling Night, 2012, paper, 230 x 152cm, Museum of 

Contemporary Art, Sydney 

 

In these works where she ruptures the surface, Lee has created a grey, almost third 

space, using black and white. Black is the constant in her work. In her artworks, black 

is not only the colour of loss and mourning but also becomes the colour of the cosmos 

and mystery. Her works inspired me to use black, which signifies the infinite and the 

unknown, comes from the deepest part of what we are, and drives the profoundest 

questions in our lives. 
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Figure 12. Lindy Lee, The Life of Form: One Billion Worlds, 2012, bronze, 170 x 450cm, 

University of Queensland, Brisbane 

 

Lee’s flung-bronze works have also influenced my practice, and I believe they 

speak to the complexity of transexperience. Lee threw the molten bronze onto the 

ground and different forms of bronze became ‘ink splats.’ With the bronze left 

uncontrolled, it became a metaphor for internal release. In these works, Lee refers to 

Buddhist monks who meditate before spilling ink onto blank paper. The resulting 

marks represent the release of the ego or the self in favour of a unified mind, body, 

and universe. As noted by Gillian Ridsdale, works such The Life of Form: One Billion 

Worlds (Figure 12) act as a metaphor for the cosmos and greater fields of energy and 

spirit, while invoking Buddhist notions of continual change and the interconnection 

between all things.
56
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Chapter 3: Identity and the Mirror 

 

It's not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its 

light on what is past; rather, image is that what has been comes together in a 

flash with the now to form a constellation. In other words, image is dialectics at a 

standstill. For while the relation of the present to the past is a purely temporal, 

continuous one, the relation of what-has-been to the now is dialectic: is not 

progression but image, suddenly emergent. 

—Walter Benjamin
57

 

 

In my practice, I have explored ways to capture the complexity of transexperience, 

searching for ways to visually represent my struggles and my cross- cultural journey. 

My separation from traditional Chinese culture motivated me to seek my real self and 

to understand the spiritual split I was experiencing. My sense of dislocation inspired 

the process of drawing my long roll paper of Visual Shanshui (Figure 35), discussed 

in detail in the next chapter, with the random splashed ink on the rice paper allowing 

me to express myself. In this work, the mirror came to the fore. The mirror became a 

potent element that allowed me to meditate on our past and future selves in one 

moment, place and frame. The mirror is a site for the coalescing of time. As Walter 

Benjamin (1892–40) observed in the early twentieth century with the changing spaces 

and increased cultural mobility in Paris, ideas of eternal recurrence are where every 
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moment is capable of action, the power of which comes from the inspiration and 

persistence of memory. 

Mirrors are a perfect medium for exploring the variable coordinates of experience 

and identity. Philosophy and psychoanalytical texts suggest that the reflected image, 

either real or imaginary, provides an insight into the psyche. The mirror reflects and is 

a form of self-reflection. While William James was one of the first to formally 

articulate a theory on the consciousness of self,
 58

 theories of the mirror stage and self-

recognition were formulated by the French philosopher Jacques Lacan (1902–81).
59 

He based his ideas on the human infant’s response to their image in a mirror as the 

beginning of their first understandings of self-identity. As Gallop observes, however, 

the mirror stage is also a moment of self-misrepresentation, a time of obsession with 

an unreal image.
60 

Development scholars believe the formation of identity is a lifelong 

process. For Pamela Haglund, the mirror is able to capture diverse experiences.
61 

Plato stated that the mirror image prompts spiritual reflection and facilitates a clear 

understanding of reality.
62

 The mirror reflects our deepest thoughts and fears about 
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ourselves, others, and the world we live in.
63

 According to Victor Schermer, specular 

reflection also provides an external perspective; that is, an outside observer 

perspective.
64 

 

The use of the mirror has a long history in Western art and is often used as an 

auxiliary tool for artists to create works. The mirror as both a practical tool and a 

polysemous visual trope can be traced backed to the ancient myths of Medusa and 

Narcissus. In the history of painting, mirrors have been used to reflect upon the act of 

representation. Art historian Svetlana Alpers ponders the intersection of the artist, the 

viewer, and the voyeur in the work of artists such as Jan van Eyck, Parmigianino, 

Diego Velázquez, Édouard Manet, and Réne Magritte.
65

 In Chinese culture, the 

bronze mirror has a history that dates back for thousands of years and the mirror is not 

only a daily necessity but is also the material carrier of the human spirit.
66

 The mirror 

therefore belongs to two cultural systems and is a complex expression of cross-

cultural experience. 

Since 1960, artists have used the mirror to invite viewers to see themselves in 

relation to others and to ponder their role within complex social systems. Cristina 

Albu suggests that the mirroring processes envisioned by contemporary artists trigger 
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visual disjunctions to upset narcissistic inclinations.
67

 Similarly, virtual projection 

enables artists to explore different and disconnected perspectives. With the growing 

availability of technological devices for audio and video recording, the reflective 

surface of the mirror and its relationship to other forms of contemporary art 

complicates our relationship with the real. From sculpture to performance art and 

digital video and installation projects, mirrors index the instability of perception, 

while inviting a viewer to participate in the purported endgame of late Modernism. 

According to Ann Stephen in the publication that accompanied the exhibition Mirror 

Mirror: Then and Now:  

Mirror is the surface par excellence of late modernism. Its paradoxes confound 

the illusion of transparency—indexing the instabilities of perception, while 

offering the possibility of reflexivity.
68

 

Robert Morris (1931–2018), one of the central figures of Minimalism, focused on 

interactions with the audience and created works using mirrors in which the 

audience’s expectations were frustrated. Building on George Herbert Mead's theory of 

mind,
69

 Morris contrasted the ‘I’ with ‘me’. ‘I’ is a self-concept constantly shaped by 

the flow of consciousness, while ‘me’ is an understanding of the self. He explained 

that the mirror surface is about self-knowledge because it presents fixity and 

variability, real and virtual worlds, immediacy and duration all at the same time. The 
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work Untitled (Figure 13) is a wooden doorway with a mirrored edge, which is an 

entrance to another space. The work places the viewer in an awkward situation: if 

they step inside, they become objects of observation; and, from a distance, they lose 

touch with their reflection. It offers both artistic meditation and reflection on oneself. 

The mirrored space is an inaccessible, contemporary, and visual real space. 

Meanwhile, the mirror space may be the material metaphor of the spiritual space.
70

 

Thus, the mirror is the perfect medium for exploring experience and identity. 

 

Figure 13. Robert Morris, Untitled, 1961, pine portal with mirrors, 213.4 x 121.9 x 27.9cm 

 

Arguably, the most renowned contemporary artist to use the mirror is 

Michelangelo Pistoletto, who has made a whole career using the mirror, utilising it as 
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a medium to dissolve the borders between art and life. For Pistoletto, “there is no limit 

to the reflection of the mirror,” and as he states: 

We have this possibility to exist in the mirror, to appear and to disappear. And 

we see that our existence is a very limited period of time. Mirrors are not the 

expression of my will or my feelings, but a phenomenological effect.
71 

 

 

Figure 14. Michelangelo Pistoletto, Biennale’66, 1962-1966, tissue paper on polished stainless 

steel, 230 x 480cm, Ileana Sonnabend Gallery, New York 

 

In works such as Biennale’66 (Figure 14), Pistoletto incorporate a viewer's own 

shifting image into a painting, engaging their own ideas, or physical or social 

interactions, to become part of the work of art. He does not simply create images to be 

‘finished’ once and for all, but rather launches them into the world to live their own 

complex, unfolding lives with the help of their audiences and viewers. Such newer 

forms of participatory art that aim to engage audiences and transform communities 
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through ‘social practice’ have also been referred to as ‘relational aesthetics.’
72 

While 

at times playful to the point of seeming whimsical, such work is also meant to effect 

profound changes in how human beings relate to one another. I aim to create 

relational artwork.  

 

 

Figure 15. Anish Kapoor, Cloud Gate, 2006, stainless steel, 10 x 13 x 20m, Millennium Park, 

Chicago   

 

Anish Kapoor, a British-Indian contemporary sculptor, has also successfully used 

mirrors. Kapoor's works are metaphysical and are about the physical and nonphysical, 

existence and the vanished, spatial and non-spatial. Kapoor’s sculptures are based on 

the motif of the void and they often suggest dual themes and connote material and 

spirit, body and mind, light and darkness, men and women.
73

 The works are regarded 
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as the combination of India’s Eastern power and a Western spirit. In Cloud Gate 

(Figure 15), a well-known public sculpture built for Chicago’s Millennium Park, 

Kapoor uses the mirror as a material and reflective surface to create an artwork that 

recalls the archetypal character of ancient arches but also reflects a modern cityscape. 

Audiences are led into a space designed to achieve a kind of communal atmosphere 

and to create a spiritual space. As project director of the commission Ed Uhlir states: 

The feeling was that Anish’s sculpture really reflected the spirit of the next 

millennium. It was classical in some respects and very contemporary in others. 

It reflects the individual as well as the skyline and the clouds.
74

 

In my work, the mirror becomes a crucial device in my self-identification, 

particularly in my self-portraits. An artist’s self-portrait opens up the presence of a 

viewer, and the self shifts from a place of solitude to a place of meeting, where 

communication is exchanged through direct participation. By using the mirror when 

creating a self-portrait, an artist may identify their self at the same time as they 

identify the world, where the past, present and future coexist. The use of the mirror 

creates a complex cycle of transference between the virtual and the real as the mirror 

and canvas are placed in a dialogue. 

My practice is also metaphorically aligned with the fictional experience of 

Through the Looking Glass, where Lewis Carroll sent Alice through a mirror, leading 
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her to discover a strange and mysterious world.
75

 The mirror is a metaphor of this 

other place, the twilight zone, or a strange parallel world. Mirrors provide us with the 

opportunity to move into another space where people can be free of reality. The 

illusion is not purely imaginary; instead, it is only through the illusion that we are able 

to approach reality, and it is only a framework for our sense of reality. Once our basic 

vision is broken, we experience a ‘loss of reality’. In my work, I contend that it is 

only through illusion that we are able to get close to reality, and to some extent, it is 

the framework for understanding our reality. As a metaphor, the mirror can also 

function as a divide between peoples and cultures, as it helps to create a doubled 

awareness of two places at the same time. This staggered space-time can be 

reminiscent of the past, prompt self-reflection, and allow for contemplation of the 

future. In my research, I am eager to explore the world in the mirror as a means to 

understand myself and to fully explore my experience of studying in Australia. 

                                                 

75
 Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass: And What Alice Found There (New York: Rand, 

McNally & Co., 1917). Originally published in 1871. 



 40 

Chapter 4: Studio Work and Methodology 

 

Art itself must have begun as nature—not as imitation of nature, nor as 

formalized representation of it, but simply as the perception of relationships 

between humans and the natural world.
 
 

                                                                                              —Lucy Lippard
76

 

 

The experience of combining my training in Chinese painting with an Australian 

education has allowed me to critically review the traditions I have grown up with and 

to develop a new expression of my heritage. When I started studying at Queensland 

College of Art (QCA), I observed a diverse range of artworks being made by fellow 

postgraduate colleagues. In the past three years, my practice has changed and 

developed significantly. The influence of the ancient masters in China and my cross-

cultural experience between cultures has led me to rediscover my artistic self-identity 

and to reshape my practice. These heartfelt expressions articulate my longing for an 

expression of Chinese traditional culture that can exist in a contemporary dialogue 

between artist and viewer. 

This chapter explains the journey I have undertaken in my studio research. In 

retrospect, I can see my works are interrelated, but they also reflect the different 

stages I have gone through. These works are like a chronicle that comprehensively 

records and describes my experience and feelings from when I arrived in Brisbane 
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until the present. They include my emotional ups and downs, the connections I have 

built, my memories, and the successes and failures I have experienced. 

I can separate my studio practice into three stages. In the first stage, I faced 

changes in my self-identity. When I first arrived, I found I was greatly admiring and 

interested in traditional Chinese culture, a feeling that I had not experienced 

previously when I was in China. I started to employ images in my work sourced from 

traditional Chinese art history, including landscapes, figures, and animals. In the 

second stage, I focused much more on my cross-cultural identity, with life in 

Australia pushing me to explore my new environment and its different language and 

culture. I experimented with various materials and forms of symbolism to establish a 

link between the two cultures. In the third stage, my aim was to create my own visual 

language that captures my experiences and articulates my memories of various places. 

Therefore, this chapter presents my artworks in chronological order to show my 

journey as I have explored my cross-cultural identity. 

The first major painting I created in Australia was A Woman Without Qualities 

(Figure 16). It was made after I experienced a particular moment while walking down 

a city street. After I came to Brisbane, everything was strange for me, from the 

language to the food. As I was walking around the street, and looking through a 

window, I saw a reflection of myself and the whole picture gave me a sense of déjà vu. 

The person in the glass looked exactly the same as me, but there was something 

unfamiliar to me, or distanced from me. I fell into a trance for a short time. Time 

stopped at that moment and fragments of memories appeared in my mind. In this 
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artwork, the glass reflections extend the feeling of spatial depth, resulting in a sense 

of spatial division, making a new and third space, understood as a membrane between 

real and virtual worlds.  

 

Figure 16. Tingting Li, A Woman Without Qualities, 2016, oil on canvas, 137 x 91cm 

 

In this painting, typical Queenslander houses and plants are intertwined with the 

shadow of woman. Some parts of the painting are quite clear, while others are vague. 

This is similar to the way we organise our memories. The clearer parts are recalled as 

true facts and the vague ones are stitched and rendered by our imagination. They take 

us into a world of phantoms of time and space. The lush foliage and the dried-up trees 

are typical of species in Brisbane and my hometown Jinan, respectively. I vaguely 

remember my first surprise at seeing Jacaranda trees in Brisbane and the purple tone 

evokes my first impressions of Brisbane. The silhouette of the figure falls across the 
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painted landscapes, with my other (Chinese) body located in a foreign land. The 

figure of the woman depicts the recognition and co-existence of a true self and a 

virtual self. 

 

Figure 17. Ah Xian, China China – Bust 81, 2004, glazed porcelain, 40 x 39.5 x 22.5cm, Museum 

of Contemporary Art Australia, Sydney 

 

After I completed this painting, I continued to appropriate traditional Chinese 

landscape painting techniques and to integrate the shadow of myself in works that 

referenced a new relationship between the East and the West. It was an approach akin 

to that taken by the artist Ah Xian. As a Chinese political refugee, Ah Xian uses 

traditional Chinese techniques to create porcelain China in his series of Western-style 

bust sculptures, such as China China – Bust 81 (Figure 17). Like him, I wanted to find 

a way to express my cultural displacement, self-identity, and the sense of still 
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belonging to Chinese culture and beliefs. Most of Ah Xian’s sculptures are based on 

his family members. Their eyes are closed and they are devoid of emotion.
77 

 The 

traditional Chinese patterns on the surface of the busts—dragons, birds, flowers and 

landscape—evoke Ah Xian’s memory of China and explore the relationship between 

the East and the West. Although I am not a refugee, as a student studying abroad, I 

feel like I have similar feelings as Ah Xian and want to use my artwork to represent 

my own cross-cultural experiences. 

In my process of self-doubt and self-searching, shadows and silhouettes became a 

useful metaphor. In the painting The Invasive Refraction of Arrival (Figure 18), the 

whole image is divided into sections: urban scenes and buses in Brisbane; the subway 

lines in China; landscapes painted in traditional Chinese techniques; the colourful 

leaves and branches interspersed in the local environment; and the superimposition of 

a double figure silhouette. Several different dimensional spaces come together and are 

reflected in one surface. The double reflections of the bodies act as a metaphor of my 

reflected body but also of another body, another presence.
78 

Here, my transcultural 

experience is revealed, as I am doubly aware of my ‘presence’ in two places at once. 

Double also implies the multiple. What I want to present is the multiple ways things 

exist, in staggered and overlapping situations. 
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Figure 18. Tingting Li, The Invasive Refraction of Arrival, 2016, oil on canvas, 60 x 60cm 

 

 

Figure 19. Hossein Valamanesh, Tracing the Shadow, 2002, installation view, Museum of 

Contemporary Art Australia, Sydney 
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The same metaphor of the shadow or silhouettes of a figure are used by Iranian 

Australian artist Hossein Valamanesh, who examines cultural identity through his 

Iranian heritage and personal memories. The shadows that fall across the artist’s 

etched fingerprint in Tracing the Shadow (Figure 19) present an exploration of the 

complexities surrounding identity and his experiences as an Iranian Australian with a 

sense of longing.
79

 Valamanesh’s work provides an interesting case study of a fusion 

of traditional cultures and is a source of inspiration for my work. 

In Secret Messengers (Figure 20), a brick wall separates the painting into two 

parts. On the top, there are two birds arranged in the same pose; one is a Chinese 

sparrow and the other is an Australian parrot. The motif of the bird first appeared in 

my painting as a cultural messenger to deliver messages from the East to the West. 

Beneath the bricks is the reflection of a walking figure, some plants, a house, and part 

of a Chinese landscape painting that emerges through flowing water. This singular 

painting unites a real scene in Brisbane with fragmentary memories in my sub-

conscious across time and space limitations. The surface of the water is a 

manifestation of the silent and timeless presence of one who plunges into an image in 

order to lose a sense of themselves.
80
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Figure 20. Tingting Li, Secret Messengers, 2016, oil on canvas, 83 x 71cm 

 

 

Figure 21. Huang Quan, Birds, Insects and Turtles, c. 907–960, ink and colours on silk, 41.5 x 

70.8cm, The Palace Museum, Beijing 
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The bird is also a major motif in ancient Chinese painting, as seen in Birds, 

Insects and Turtles (Figure 21) by Huang Quan (c. 903–68), which I have 

appropriated in my own works. Quan painted this image for instructional purposes, as 

it was for his students to imitate and learn from. The drawing also became a template 

for his successors, and became a fundamental way for followers to study the 

techniques and painting expression of the masters of ancient times. Although I have 

no previous experience of learning traditional Chinese painting, I could feel the subtle 

and vivid image jumping out of the paper when I was copying the birds. The ancient 

work seemed close to a modern photographic reproduction.  

After reviewing my paintings, I found that the oil painting techniques I learned in 

China had a subtle influence on each of my works. I increasingly felt that these 

techniques were constraining my work. Sometimes, it took me a long time to draw a 

preliminary sketch, as I needed to refine the draft many times until I was satisfied 

with it. I still remember an occasion when a local classmate came to me while I was 

struggling on my painting and asked me why I had already spent a month on one 

painting. This made me re-examine my practice and realise that my familiar, habitual 

experience and thinking patterns should be put aside for a moment. It was the time to 

walk around and observe the works of my surrounding classmates. 

During this time, my research on cross-cultural identity began to form. Living in 

Australia pushed me to cope with its different language and culture, as well as the 

physical environment. Brisbane’s and QCA’s diverse contemporary art environment 

inspired me to work with different media such as screen printing, lithography, 
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drawing on printed photo paper and drawing on wood. In particular, I found a 

connection with painting on board using light or heavy brushstrokes painted at 

different speeds and rhythms. This allowed me to enter a mixed state of consciousness 

and unconsciousness, while maintaining a connection to traditional Chinese 

techniques. As I gradually adapted to my new home of Brisbane, my painting began 

to focus on the surrounding environment. I was attracted to Brisbane's unique 

geography and the humid subtropical climate which provides a diversity of plants, 

flora and animals life. 

For example, Bird Whisper (Figures 22 and 23) includes twenty-five envelopes 

with drawings inside that were made on sketching and tracing papers. Each envelope 

contains a card featuring bird images or poems in both Chinese and English. I used a 

palette of white, black, yellow, red, and blue and combined the silhouette of the birds 

from Quan’s painting (Figure 21) and from the photographic album Bird Australia.
81

 

Shadows and doubled shadows of the birds allude to every bird having its own 

personality. Some of them travel around the world and send messages to humans. 

They are a medium for communication between different cultures.  
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Figure 22. Tingting Li, Bird Whisper, 2016, coloured pencil on paper and copy paper in envelopes, 

15 x 15cm each 

 

Figure 23. Tingting Li, Bird Whisper, 2016, coloured pencil on paper and copy paper in envelopes, 

15 x 15cm each 
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The process of creating this artwork and the viewers’ experience when they pulled 

out the message from the envelope in itself is a kind of cultural exchange. When I 

exhibited these works, the audience immediately had a sense of curiosity about what 

was inside the envelopes. When they pulled out the drawings and saw all kinds of 

birds and unique texts, they began their own journey though the fragmented elements. 

The message was conveyed through their choices and involvement. Whether they 

heard the ‘whisper’ or how they understood it depends on their individual life 

experience. It requires some degree of multicultural experience. The work would have 

resonated more with domestic or international students who had had cultural-

exchange experiences. 

In the next work, my attention shifted to images of flowers. The variations of 

flower species reflect a different climate and location and the external beauty of 

flowers is not for entertaining humans, but for survival. The change in the different 

types of flowers parallels my changing self in a different cultural environment. I 

explored the transformation of certain flowers, each of which has their own identities 

and a unique shape, colour and smell as a result of climate zones or artificial 

cultivations. For example, the purple Jacaranda, which originates from South America, 

has migrated around the world and was brought to Europe and Australia.
82

 The 

Jacaranda’s migration and its adaptability resonates with my transexperience. No 

matter where we come from, we carry with us our distinctive characteristics, our past 
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life experience, habits and essence but we can re-build our present self. The change in 

environment can be beneficial to those plants that are cultivated and evolved in exotic 

places. It is exactly the same ‘evolution’ to the people who have been travelling, 

studying or living in another country.  

In the Bloom series (Figure 24), a black background is dominant. Black is not 

nothingness, but an unknown status that remains to be discovered. In traditional 

Chinese painting chromatography, there is no pure black at all and instead there is an 

infinite range of lightness and tones of black. 

  

        

Figure 24. Tingting Li, Blooming series, 2017, oil on board, 45 x 45cm (each) 
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At this stage in my practice, I started painting on boards and explicitly recorded 

the movement of my brushstrokes. The traces of black brush and the unconscious 

droplets became an outward expression of my inner self. I tried to eliminate my inner 

insecurities and irrelevant thoughts to capture those fleeting inspirations. I let my 

hand determine the shape of the brushstrokes and the unexpected rendered objects 

were part of a process of deep exploration (Figures 25 and 26). I focused on a visual 

language of abstract art and I thought about the simplicity of the brushstroke in 

painting. I kept exploring details in the local landscape and thought about how to 

apply the vigour and spirit of Chinese ink wash painting. 

 

 

Figure 25. Tingting Li, practice in the studio, 2017 
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Figure 26. Tingting Li, practice in the studio, 2017, oil on board 

Trees, trunks, branches, twigs, and forests were the main elements in my paintings. 

I became interested in how branches intersected and overlapped with each other, 

elusive and indeterminate. I painted enlarged trunks with bold brushstrokes, borrowed 

from the writing style of Chinese calligraphy. The Chinese brushstrokes were 

translated to those branches, thus sketching out the fragments of my memory of a 

place. In addition, trees play an important role in Chinese landscape paintings; 

sometimes, one tree can be the main character of a painting. It is not only a natural 

part of landscape scenery but is also an emotive element that reflects the mood and 

circumstances of the painter at that time. There are no leaves or other environmental 

elements in the background and such an incomplete situation constitutes a complete 

picture. I have attempted to create an image where my emotion is carried through the 

brushstrokes which form their own images, interlacing my memories with the viewer. 
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Figure 27. Tingting Li, Parallel Space I, 2017, oil on linen, 167 x 167cm 

 

An important turning point in this style of painting I adopted was the production 

of Parallel Space I (Figure 27) and Parallel Space II (Figure 28). These paintings are 

composed of two parts which seem disconnected. In the upper section, the void 

sections of the tree are created using traditional Chinese brushstroke techniques. 

These colourful areas contain abstract symbols which filter through the tree to form 

the outline of trunks and branches. The lower section shows a thick and non-

transparent strip painted using scrapers and brushes. This part of the painting captures 

some of my changing, emerging, or vague memories. It shows a blurry and chaotic 

shadow that emerges from a yellow background. When I was painting, I mapped out 

the blurry chaotic image in my mind, which creates an image that emerges from the 
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yellow background. In China, yellow is associated with the universe, representing 

royalty and auspiciousness, and is the fundamental colour of Chinese civilisation.
83 

For me, the section of yellow in my paintings also expresses my feeling and memories 

of the earth. 

 

 

Figure 28. Tingting Li, Parallel Space II, 2018, oil on linen, 167 x 167cm 

 

In these Parallel paintings, I utilise the voids or unfinished white space to express 

the ‘Yin and Yang’ or ‘virtual and real’. I draw upon strategies that can be seen in the 
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work of the Chinese Australian artist John Young,
84

 which utilises techniques of 

modern science and technology as well as traditional oil painting, such as in Storm 

Resurrection (Figure 29).
85 

Young is committed to artistic development in Asia and 

explores the variety of Asian history and the possibility of disjuncture in space and 

time.  At the same time, Young’s work reflects an encounter with Western modernism 

and a double cultural vision. With multiple cultural identities and strange but familiar 

cultural perspectives, Young explores dual worldviews. 

 

Figure 29. John Young, Storm Resurrection, 2016, digital print and oil on linen, 287.3 x 200cm, 

Pearl Lam Galleries, Hong Kong 
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Figure 30. Miles Hall, Splice (Wuji), 2009, oil on aluminium, 120 x 30cm (each) 

 

After I finished the Parallel series painting, I found the same mode of 

composition in Miles Hall’s artwork Splice (Wuji) (Figure 30). Hall’s paintings 

explore the materiality of paint as he experiments with other media such as charcoal 

and aluminium. Random lines and accidental marks are created with no formalised 

intention. Various colours are applied to the bottom part of his painting to create a 

sensual tactile dimension. Although both of us have the same mode of composition 

and use some level of unconscious expression, our motivations are different. By using 

two separate parts of the painting, I have been exploring a creative approach that 

combines Eastern and Western aesthetic and that reflects my cross-cultural 

background. However, the concept of tactility in Hall’s artwork inspired me to rethink 

my application of colour and the dimension of materiality in future paintings. 
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In the painting Transformation (Figure 31), I enlarged and enriched the 

brushstroke motif that I used in the Parallel series. I deconstructed the brushstrokes of 

Chinese characters onto individual acrylic mirrors. My process was similar to writing 

a Western alphabet but in the spirit of Chinese calligraphy. These deconstructed, 

hybrid, cross-cultural symbols do not have specific meanings as words but they do 

contain the original thoughts and connotation of these cultures. I completed the 

symbols with randomly mixed colours and the randomness of symbols inadvertently 

reminded me of the ancient book, the I Ching: Book of Changes.
86

 This book is 

concerned with the rhythm of the universe and the role of chance in life. For artists, 

the recognition of eternity and the acceptance of impermanence and change make 

them realise that opportunity and change are two dimensions of creativity.  
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Figure 31. Tingting Li, Transformation, 2018, oil on acrylic mirror, 20 x 20cm each 

 

When I installed this work, there was an unexpected reflection of lights on the 

floor that created a fantastic effect. This unexpected dimension to the work produced 

a new opportunity to use light and reflection. During the exhibition, the audience 

shared their views about these abstract symbols painted on mirrors and the uncertainty 
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conveyed by these symbols excited me. Some people, including students like myself 

who were studying overseas, said the brushstrokes look like deformed Chinese 

characters, some said they were abstracted naked bodies, while others said they 

looked like cross-sections of a tree root, and so on. These different responses 

demonstrated that people from different cultural backgrounds reach different 

cognitive conclusions when they look at the same symbol. 

The frequent exposure I have had to Chinese artworks in many ways meant that I 

became complacent about its beauty. However, after I had been living in Australia for 

a period of time, I saw some traditional Chinese artworks in the Asian section of an 

Australian gallery. The sudden cultural contrast and familiarity inspired me to spend a 

long time with these paintings to appreciate them, especially the landscape paintings. 

I went back to the studio and re-studied the history of traditional Chinese landscape 

painting on the website of the China Online Museum.
87

 As I scrutinised traditional 

Chinese landscape paintings by printing out my favourite paintings from the Song 

Dynasty (960–1279), a sense of resonance and belonging appeared within me. In 

Chinese, landscape painting is called ‘mountain and water painting’ (Shan Shui Hua). 

I thought maybe I could imitate some parts of Shan Shui Hua by using my own 

creative methods. The results amazed me. In order to paint on mirrors, I used 

monochrome oil pigment to paint lines instead of traditional water and ink. The dry 

brushstrokes painted on mirror created the effect of water and the coloured stones 
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represent mountains. They form a three-dimensional landscape in the installation Dry 

‘Shanshui’ I (Figure 32) and Dry ‘Shanshui’ II (Figure 33). In this way, the work 

creates a micro scene with my carefully arranged stones and brushstrokes.  

 

 

Figure 32. Tingting Li, Dry ‘Shanshui’ I, 2018, rock and oil on mirror, 30 x 30cm each 
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Figure 33. Tingting Li, Dry ‘Shanshui’ II, 2018, rock and oil on mirror, 60 x 120cm 

 

These works reveal an unpainted part of the mirror where the viewer can see a 

reflection of the stone on top or in front of the work. Capturing the feelings and ideas 

of Chinese landscape painting, the mirror forms a contrast between reality and illusion. 

Contrasting nature with its own reflection created a third space of memory for the 

natural landscape. This work is intended to resonate with viewers of different 

backgrounds as they experience an iteration of Chinese landscape painting in which I 

draw on traditional forms and experimental practices. I was following the precedent 



 64 

of Robert Smithson (1938–73) who used mirrors to create a space that is both clear 

and elusive. In Square II (Figure 34), the mirrors clearly reflect the surrounding space 

but the space is elusive as the mirrors also reflect other mirrors.
88 

When viewers 

change their viewing angle, the rocks reflected in the mirror create a timeless non-

linear space, in which “both the past and the future are placed in an objective 

present.”
89

  

 

 

Figure 34. Robert Smithson, Square II, 1971, rocks and mirror, 36 x 220 x 220cm, National 

Gallery of Australia, Canberra 

 

If I was still in China, I would not practice traditional Chinese painting at all. 

However, I found that painting traditional Chinese painting in an Australian 
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educational environment made me feel excited and curious. Ideas of ‘endlessness’ and 

‘nothingness’ underpin concepts of a reality space and fantasy space in Chinese 

paintings.
90

 I used these ideas of a non-linear space in the installation work Virtual 

‘Shanshui’ (Figures 35–37) as I entered the third stage of my development and began 

to create my own visual language that reflected my cross-cultural experience. This 

work is made up of hanging strips of rice paper that end in scrunches placed on a 

mirror. Virtual ‘Shanshui’ confuses the viewer’s perspective by using mirrors to 

extend the space of the artwork. Subtle strokes of ink on rice paper deconstruct 

traditional Chinese ink painting, but in this work all of the landscape elements are 

evenly arranged in a large format so that the whole painting has no focus, extending 

the spatial perceptions of the audience. The close-up detail of the work reveals 

scrunched paper resting on mirrors, which is similar to the stones placed on mirrors in 

my earlier work. This creates a three-dimensional form that confuses traditional 

genres and suggests a landscape that is realistic in its shape but illusory in its 

representation of space. This contemporary way of displaying traditional art forms 

represents my reconstructed cultural experience and memories. 
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Figure 35. Tingting, Li, Virtual ‘Shanshui’, 2017, ink on rice paper, mirror, 40 x 480 x 230cm 

 

Figure 36. Tingting, Li, Virtual ‘Shanshui’, 2017, ink on rice paper, mirror, 40 x 480 x 230cm 
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Figure 37. Tingting, Li, Virtual ‘Shanshui’, 2017, ink on rice paper, mirror, 40 x 480 x 230cm 

 

In the process of drawing on the long roll of paper, I combined water and ink in 

such a way that I unconsciously formed different levels of grey shade without any 

particular direction. I then sprinkled detergent powder on the drawing space to form 

the texture of fog and traced out mountains and trees according to the form that the 

ink took. The splashing of ink was a form of emotional release for me. Furthermore, 

although white pigments are absent, the white is revealed by the white world that 

existed prior to my drawing on the page. The blank rice paper does not mean that it is 

unfinished or empty but rather it allows the viewer’s imagination to take over. 

Influenced by Taoism, the black ink represents Yin and the white void is Yang. In this 

work, Yin and Yang interact and form the whole cosmos. For example, if one looks at 

the mist of the forest or through the clouds rather than looking at the trees, the 

fragments combine to form a whole picture. My intention is to combine the Chinese 

aesthetic with abstraction and to translate it into my own art language that depicts a 

world of ‘metaphysics’. 

After installing Virtual ‘Shanshui’, I used a long and narrow composition to shoot 

a video of the bottom part of the work (the scrunched paper on the mirror), trying to 
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create a strip image to block other elements that would distract viewers. Videoing the 

mirrors with the scrunched paper eliminates an impression of the whole painting, 

creating a new space that blurs the virtual and the real. Following the scene from one 

side to the end, the comparison of dynamic and static properties distorts the visual 

space. The splashed ink and fine brushwork create a different pattern on the 

scrunched surface. The space I created is a parallel world to reflect my cross-cultural 

experience. 

In a recent work titled Shaping Silence (Figure 38), I have also reflected on a 

sense of place. Here, overlapping streetscapes, dazzling sunshine and fragmented 

figures depict my confusion and meditation experienced at the time of painting it. In 

my journey, I am still concerned with finding where Chinese and Western thoughts 

can interact with each other. This image was painted after I had been in Australia for 

two-and-a-half years. Following this, I returned to my hometown, Shandong, a place 

where I grew up, and a place that I had missed when I was living in Brisbane. 

Returning to my hometown felt familiar but somewhat strange. When I was there the 

familiar was now peculiar. I began to pay attention to every small change in Jinan in 

recent years, a new high-rise building, a newly opened shop. The experience and 

experience of travelling abroad gave me a variety of perspectives to re-recognise this 

environment. Home, this place that I had so looked forward to seeing, is particularly 

clear upon returning. The art of painting fills in areas of experience that words cannot 
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describe. Art forms an image that can be felt so that people can get a feeling akin to 

meditation.
91

 

 

 

Figure 38. Tingting Li, Shaping Silence, 2018, oil on linen, 61 x 152.4cm 

 

When I returned to China, I planned to exhibit my work in Jinan. I had been 

communicating with my co-supervisor and younger artists in Shandong and thought 

that their thoughts and artistic expression were also changing. However, when I 

showed my works to them, they felt that my painting style and techniques had 
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completely altered direction. They were confused by my actions and did not 

understand what I was trying to achieve. This made me lose confidence and so I did 

not exhibit my work in China. This experience made me doubt whether I should 

continue painting. But ultimately this negative feedback made me even more 

determined to investigate the artwork of Chinese artists moving away from China. 

These experiences also led me to question whether I should deliberately avoid the 

techniques and experiences I had previously learned in China. However, I realise that 

they are an essential part of my painting process, as well as the starting point and 

foundation of my practice.  

My work has become more poetic over my candidature; for example, Autumn 

Reflection (Figure 39), featuring the bare branches from my hometown, captures a 

feeling of place. I know how I feel about them because through them I painted myself. 
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Figure 39. Tingting Li, Autumn Reflection, 2019, oil on linen, 100 x 100cm 

 

Another poetic work, The Expression of Guilin ‘Shanshui’ (Figures 40–41), was 

inspired by the unique landscape of Guilin, where I travelled when I went back to 

China. When I returned to Australia, the image of the overlapping mountains and their 

reflection in the water was clear in my mind and its beauty overwhelmed me. The 

imagery I created combines traditional Chinese painting with contemporary art 

through the application of traditional Chinese ink painting on transparent board. The 

depth of ink shapes and the abstract texture of mountains and vegetation capture the 

beautiful undulation of mountains and the reflection of calm water of the Guilin 

landscape. Through the silhouette of a boat, the mood of the river is enhanced without 
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any other embellishments. Several transparent panels suspended and superimposed 

together form a visual extension, which, when viewed from a distance, are intended to 

immerse the viewer. At the same time, the viewer’s own shadow is reflected in work, 

forming the third space. The illusory effect enhances the feeling of being there 

personally, arousing some inner resonance of the beauty of nature. This contemporary 

way of displaying traditional ink works represents my reconstructed cultural 

experience and memories, creating a third space of memory for the natural landscape. 

 

Figure 40. Tingting Li, The Expression of Guilin ‘Shanshui’, 2019, ink on acrylic, 60 x 120cm 
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Figure 41. Tingting Li, The Expression of Guilin ‘Shanshui’, 2019, ink on acrylic, 60 x 120cm 

 

This work has parallels with that of the Chinese poet and painter Mu Xin, who 

depicts non-specific landscapes, but rather captures landscapes from his memories, 

which seem to present a fading and forgotten past. As the art historian Jonathan Hay 

states, Mu Xin creates “a fluid atmosphere in which memory, history, and pure 

imagination flow in and out of each other, crystallizing through the sense of place.”
92

 

For example, in Wandering in a Dream to West Lake (Figure 42), the massive lake 

shrinks into a small pond, making it like a mirror which reflects the state of Xin’s 

mind. Mu Xin rarely uses ink and brush, but he blends Chinese tradition with the 

techniques of Western contemporary art in order to create his imaginative landscape 

images. He seamlessly blends the techniques of classical ink painting with blurred and 

                                                 

92
 Ada Prieto, Landscape Memory: The Art of Mu Xin, Asia Society, 2003, 

http://sites.asiasociety.org/arts/muxin/. 
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jagged backgrounds and uses hyper realistic frottage and decalcomania techniques.
93

 

The decalcomania he applied to his works creates random spot marks that he reshapes 

into a landscape. 

 

 

Figure 42. Mu Xin, Wandering in a Dream to West Lake, 1977-1979, ink and gouache on paper, 

14.5 x 33cm, Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven 

 

In one of my final paintings Through the Looking Glass (Figure 43), I have again 

used different types of brushstrokes to describe my feelings. Monochrome images and 

modern architecture and nature divide the image into memory grids. Reality and non-

reality appear in the same picture. The white light represents fading memory and the 

blue Chinese landscape grid appears in the picture, as if out of place with the 

surroundings. It creates a sense of place through a complex set of contradictions. 

                                                 

93
 Carol Strickland, “From Exile to Acclaim, the Unlikely Story of Mu Xin, and China’s 

Reformation,” Momus: A Return to Art Criticism, 11 January 2016, http://momus.ca/from-exile-to-
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Figure 43. Tingting Li, Through the Looking Glass, 2019, oil on linen, 91.4 x 198.1cm 

 

The same poetic themes are present in the photographic works of the Greek 

photographer Erieta Attali. In the photograph Glass/Wood house (Figure 44), she 

depicts the Japanese architect Kengo Kuma's Glass/Wood House. Kengo Kuma's 

architectural style combines traditional Japanese architecture with contemporary 

architecture. In Attali's photograph, the landscape is the main subject of the picture, 

but the glass of the architecture is a lens to reflect, refract, unify and separate nature. 

Her works depict the relationship between the contemporary architecture and nature at 

the edge of the world. As she states: 

The amazing thing about photographing glass buildings is that you record that 

strange feeling of experiencing two different realities at the same time: being 

and moving inside a built environment, but watching the world outside, while 
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reflections of yourself and of the place where you move create a fantastic 

world.
94

 

 

Figure 44. Erieta Attali, Glass / Wood house, 2015, digital image, collection of the artist 

 

For me, Attali is looking for a sense of place through the interaction between 

architecture and nature, a dialogue between internal and external. Her intricate 

refracted images create multiple overlapping spaces with clear lines and blurred 

boundaries, allowing the viewer to feel absorbed into a spiritual nature while the body 

remains in the physical world. This experience makes people think about the essential 

relationship between humanity and nature. As I contemplate Attali's works and the 

latest developments in my own practice, I am increasingly convinced and committed 

to capturing the complexity of a cross-cultural existence. I am interested not only in 

the space created by the reflection of glass but also in depicting the scenery that is at 

its heart, re-examining myself through abstracted and blended pictures of my memory 

and reality.  

                                                 

94
 Eric Fredericksen, “Through the Looking Glass,” Architecture 90, no. 10 (2001): 70–71.  
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Conclusion 

Throughout my work, I have explored ideas of cross-cultural identity and have 

created a space to consider my heritage and my new experiences while studying in 

Australia. I am interested in spaces created by reflections as a way to re-examine my 

sense of place, and seeing myself through abstracted and blended pictures allows me 

to contemplate my memories and my reality. 

In this exegesis, I have briefly addressed the history of Chinese artists studying 

overseas since 1980, including looking at of number of contemporary Chinese 

diasporic artists. The attitude of the Chinese government towards contemporary art 

has changed significantly in recent decades. As an artist of new generation working 

outside of China, I would make several observations regarding how things are 

different from previous generations. First of all, I believe that the new generation of 

artists operate in very different global environment from the artists who left China in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s. Artists today face very different opportunities and 

challenges. With the development of globalisation, artists are less constrained by 

geographical boundaries than ever before, but this also leads to complex cross-

cultural relationships. Secondly, due to growing up in a social and economic context 

in China that is very different from that of previous decades, artists like me have a 

different understanding and relationship with Chinese traditional culture and 

traditional values. Chinese traditional culture among in the younger generation is 

concerned with a growing sense of understanding identity. 
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Many Chinese new-generation artists like me reflect upon their cross-cultural 

experience, and are similarly interested in issues of time, space and place. The 

concept of transexperience is useful as it describes a subjective experience that is 

characterised by the connection of social, cultural, psychological and emotional 

factors. Different spatial experiences become a place to embed emotions that swing 

between feelings of anxiety and dislocation to calmness and belonging. Through 

visual art, artists can capture a sense of place. 

As an artist from the Shandong Province, China, when I started studying in 

Brisbane, Australia, I felt that I was suddenly in a very openminded environment. I 

was both excited and confused. The cultural shocks I faced led to both awareness and 

conflict and had a profound impact. Therefore, the issue of cross-cultural 

communication and identity has dominated my subsequent research. Faced with these 

issues, I recorded and reflected on how traditional Chinese painting initially 

influenced my practice. But I have also been exposed to the more ambiguous 

boundaries of the contemporary art world and new forms of visual arts inquiry that 

stimulated a more profound connection between the media, the artist, the subject, and 

the audience. Through painting, videos, and installation, my research has explored the 

oscillation between the fixed and destructive aspects of my identity as I flowed 

between China and Australia. 

I started to use the mirror as an apt metaphor to explore identity and cross-cultural 

communication. In my work, images and mirrors together become a place for time to 

blend. Mirrors are potent symbols of self-reflection at different times and capture 
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illusions, reality, and memories. As a metaphor, the mirror can also serve as a 

dividing line between different worlds and cultures. I started exploring mirrors to 

understand my changing identity and to explore my experiences in Australia fully.  

In summary, through this research, I have found a direction for my art. Through 

exhibitions and publications, through the feedback of people from both China and 

Australia, I have become more determined and confident in my practice. My work 

offers ways to integrate the traditional culture of my homeland with the local culture 

of Australia. The study is a personal journey of psychological change, captured in the 

changes in my artistic practice, and adds an individual voice to cross-cultural research 

exchange and what globalisation means. The study is a culmination of my personal 

and academic research and reveals that artists living abroad have to continuously 

adjust their feelings and reconstruct their personal and cultural identity. This research 

is a way to engage others in this dialogue and to explore issues that are core to a 

rapidly changing cross-cultural world. I hope that my exhibition will show the three-

year journey. Through this ongoing journey, I have been eager to advance my 

research while my perceptions and connections to places and materials continue to 

evolve. I have established a bond with my new surrounding environment. I hope that 

my work shows how Chinese aesthetics can go beyond theoretical, social, and cultural 

boundaries to create opportunities for new linkages and can build interactions 

between local and global concerns. 
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