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SZE TSUNG NIGOL¢S LEONG

For Perspectigs on Plag artistSze TsundNicolfs leong(British, Mexi@an, and Amerian, born
Mexico 1970)preserts a selection dphotographs from his serielsoolout Towers

which documernts the distinctive dyulfy ) buildings d the region directly west ®Macau
and HongKong. A personal esgaby the artist bllows the images.



Unnamed Dyulfu, Synfyi Mage,
Hoiping
( : : ), 2018

Gym Whng Ltu, Fykw™h \illage,
Hoiping
( , , ), 2018




Sauh Tnh Lfu , Hingm™nh Wage,
Hoiping
( , , ), 2018

Yeehn Liu, Yykgwaillge, Hoiping
( , , ), 2018




Jint 0 n L¥u, Hingmahn Wage, Hoiping
( , , ), 2018

O n WA h La u,oThngme ih Mage,
Hoiping
( , , ), 2018




GZi LCuh, Fykw™h Village, Hoiping
( , , ), 2018

Ge ui O n La u, Du ngwadltaye, Hoiping
( , , ), 2018



Jan Sai La u, Cho ngsidlagé, Hoiping
( , , ), 2018

Byu Chpung Ltu, GlujZuilMge,
Hoiping
( , , ), 2018



Siuh Hin La u,eluiti uh Mlage, Hoiping
( , , ), 2018

Yu hn Seuih iThng, Raihwu o hng
Village, Hoiping
( : : ), 2018



Tu hng O n La u, Lu hngdllaye,
Hoiping
( : : ), 2018

Lyu hn a ng La uyl hnda ngiVage,
Hoiping
( : : ), 2018



O n Hing La u, Ju ngsi hiltaye, Hoiping
( , , ), 2018

Jan Leuhng La u, Hingma nhiMge,
Hoiping
( : : ), 2018

THE CLOSE FARAWAY

While working on a seriesf @hotographs exploring how hiety is erased and rewten in China,



| learned @ an idiosyncréic genre @ buildings spread across theuanties o Toisan () and
Hoiping () inthe Sze Yup () region directly west ®Macau and Hongkong!1l The
buildingsNwhich include houses, shophouses (whicbrmbine ground-floor @mmercial spae
with living quarers abwe), ancestral halls, and libraries, as well asérs looking out wer their
surroundingsNwere unlile ary of the innumerable hisbric structures being destrged
throughout the rest é the countryOserritories: they were neither oliously OrgionalO in a
conventional sense nor easytplace[?] Instead, they seem b be d many plaes d once, as
though archiectural onsolidaions of distant and various lo@tions and eras. Although | knew
that my grandéther was born in disan in 1890, it was not tihmy father started investigaing
his fatherOs earlydilmany years afer | first enountered these buildingsNtha | learned tha
my grandither had been part bthese structuresO hisy, sending mong to help onstruct
seweral buildings displang a similar iterweaving d styles in and around his aastral village.

The heterogeneous omposition d the buildings &lt like a reflection & my life experienes and
those d many other people dthe southeast Asiardiasporal3l History is evidenin their form,
much as hisory is evidehin who | am as a person. Whenyngrandather left Toisan br
Liverpool around 1911, he sdft a chain reaction thadirected my familyOsourse through
nations and ndionalities. Acumulated genergions would acumulate migraions: my fatherOs
familyOs more than amtury of life in Briain, and ny motherOsamilyOs equally longeliés part &
PenangOs Hokkienes@mmunity, came © include dispersals from the tited Kingdom and
Malaysia b Mexioo, Hong Kong, Singapore, Australia, theniled Sates, Rpua New Guinea,
and Saudi Arabia. \th each new home, notionsfdoelonging beame increasingly kgered and
complex. er me, | €el a sensefobelonging in ny birthplace and childhood home, Mexa City;
in my later childhood (and now curret) home, Los Angelesin London, where | lied
periodically with ny grandmother; and in pmMexican, British, and Amer&n naionalities. They
are refleced in my name, Spanish nestled betweewnuguese, Seottish, and Amerian
spellings & Cantonese sounds. Belongingyrfmy family, is manibld, exending bejond single
places and spread among the fies we hae made across the world.

While learning about ng grandéther and the hisbry of Sze Yup| found out tha migraions and
close relgionships b faraway plaes, which hae been a defining aspect any life, had already
been part d my anastry or centuries. One unique building type particulaotmy grandétherOs
birth region seemedd® embody this omplex reldionship to distance: the imposing and
seemingly inongruous bwers known aslyuliu ). Built between the sixenth and early
twentieth centuries, these éwers on@ numbered in the thousands, but only a fraction remain
today. Like their surrounding villages, tgeare largely empty and abandoned, a resdlao
centuries-long exdus d the landOs peoples sites around the globe.
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The lower part & each bwer is a mostly unadorneaftress, usually madefaeinforced

concrete (though sometimes bbrick, rammed earth, or she), mearn to protect against the
frequent banditry, provincial dispues, and armedanflicts the reggion experiened. They sened

as emporary shelers, where a singlamily or groups bfamilies would barriade themseles
during pillages and irasions. The defnsiwe form of this lower portionNgrounded in the loal
earth and surrounded Y rice fields, egetable paches, or densely built rural villagesNresembles
military constructions such as the Han viehtowers and &ng walled drtifications introduced to
the region when the land and its peoples were repedly mnquered, then olonized, and
eventually sinicized under waes d imperial rule from thedr north.

The upper partNwhich rises searal sbries abae the ground, is visible from af, and was
designed b facilitate looking ino the disanceNis composed d an amalgam bstyles and
iconographies thareference less the sreotypically regional and more the engagemewith
the wider world & the emigrarts who built them. Thg meld gatures such as the batmies and
verandas 6 local I'nghn”ahm( ) architecture with medieal turrets, neoclassiel corbels,
British Indo-Saraenic domes and pergolas, ancieRoman arches, and anci¢rGreek
pedimerts. This Oternational style® which resembles theltaging d eclectic styles in French
BeauxArts structures and drawings, grew ouf the buildersO increasinglyémational frame d
reference (influenced by ideas trickling down from archetts eduated abroad), the new
colonial archiecture being built in Hong 8ng and Maau, the specacles d global cultures as
displayed a worldOsairs, and the emigrasO frequertravels back anddrth between Southeast
Asia and Europe and the Ameas.

The manibld naure of these bwers reflects the siries d the people who built them: emigras
who, bgginning as early as thedrteenth to fifteenth centuries and reaching a peak during the
nineteenth and early twetieth centuries, left br places such as &#lembang, Lierpool, Lima, and
Vancouver. Eonomic opportunities abroad enabled the emigrento fund construction of the
towers. Their onstruction was also indirectly emuraged ty US lawsNlaer copied by other
nationsNdesigned i prewent people d Asian desent from establishing roots in the auntry by
restricting the immigréon of women, criminalizing iterracial marriage, and prohibiting the
ownership d property. These policies preanted births in the US anddpt families separted,
forcing women and childrena remain in unsable homelands, suppoed by husbands,dthers,
and sons living abroad who sougto protect their families ly sending mong to build deensiwe
towers. Although the dwers were builtd commemorae ancestral sies and 6 showase the
new culture and prosperity gained while living abroad, their martial, gotve function
indicates tha these lands borigin had also bemme dangerous plaes © live. This dual function
is evidert in the archiecture itself the structuresO bases monuni®io the loss 6a saé and
stable homeland, and theimps testamerts to the esablishmen of faraway connections and
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intercontinental lives.

The emigransO motations for resetling were omplexN a combination of immediae threas
and ingrained cultural experiems. Recurring strie and politi@al ins@bility creded persisént
reasons o leave. The Cahonese ewdus was also promped by a deeply onditioned suspicion
and disdain & control by distant powers, as expressed in the Ganese adageThe mourtains
are high, and the emperor iaffawa.O Although imperial law prohileitl contact with foreigners
and punished emigrdon by deah, the regionOs positiontahe fringe d empire made suterting
the rules possible. And, when Britislolonization replaed control by northern dynasties,
further pathways  the world were opened up

The erasure and moldingfdocal cultures ly outside rule has long been a defining aspetttos
region: from the degat of the indigenous N"ahm Yuhpeoples ( , also known as NamiVt in
Vietnamese or Nan Yue in Mandarinytthe Han in 111 BCBB; the naming, in the thirdentury,
of the region tha is now Sze Yup aRing/i( ) in Mandarin, which means OSuppressed
BarbariansO; through stEssive conquest, olonizaion, and setlement from the north by
Chinese, Mongolian, and Manchuriaorices; b the expansion bBritish and IndeBritish
economies and global tradeptongoing repressionsfdocal cultures and languages underast
narraives and policies bHan purity andhomogenizdion.[4] During the Cultural Rvolution,
geneala@y reords were burneddyultuvere destryed or deticed, and &milies and individuals
were purged, perseced, and in mag cases massacred bacse they were onsidered pollued
by foreignness. @day, tourism, real esite dewelopment, and brced evictions are further
displacing remaining laal populaions. Chings remt suppression dnearby Hong kong
through its 2020 ndional security law is again créag exoduses and diasporas. Caimese,
Toisanese, and otherfahe regionOs griad languages, as well as traditional chaeastand
script, are being repla by MandarinNknown as OHan langua@€ ), or Ospeechfo
officialsO ( )Nand its Pinyin romanizaion and simplified new writing sysms.

Because this land has spetong strethes d the last two millennia underdreign ontrol,
because self-deeérmination has been gradually suppressed suchttitehas beome effectively
unimaginable, beause breign irterchange had long been antegral part d local idertity, and
because d deeply ingrained indigenous N"ahm Yulpractices d riverine and maritime mobility
by the ninetenth century the idea @ leaving for foreign lands and absorbing ideas from dist
places mame as a ntral extension d pastexperien@[5] A close reléionship with the firaway,
for better or worse, had bemne part ¢ CartoneseNincluding Toisanese and

HoipingeseN cultures.

As emigrans a@tempted to build new lies and homes in diaht places, howeer, the dangers



they left behind were replaed by xenophobia and hostility abroad. Their presemgvas met,
starting in the lae nineteenth century, by violene in the brm of expulsions, purges, arsons, and
massacres in plaes from Eureka andds Angeles in Califrnia to Torre—n itMexico.[6] This
violence was so seare tha only a small fraction bthe hundreds ¢ original @mmunities

formed in these loations (and the buildings, neighborhoods, and spacassocited with them)
surviwe today. From the 1870satthe 1970s, racial €kusion lawsNfirst enaced in the Lhited
States and then in Australia, Canada, Mesjand bgondN cemented xenophobia in the
identities and lgyal structures thadefine naions, and plated the seeds btodayOs restrictiv
definitions o who ®elongsO and who remains perpetudtiyeign[7]

Photographing the owers in 2018, a dexle and a half aér | first learned bthem and more
than a @entury after my grandéther embarled for Britain, allowed med learn about ny
grandfather and his hisbry. The irternational naure of the towers added a new and wider
context to the name @ his resawrart on Denmark $reet in LondonOs st EndNthe Universal
Restaurart ( or, lierally OBy World Buildingd)Nas well as the globe inscribed on the
facade d a family building in disan. The owersO vievoward the distince helped me mag
sense & my own and ny familyOs plas through the world. & me, the bwers are the built
expression dan idenity historically shaped lg connections with the araway.

| composed these phatgraphs b reflect two traditions: Acknowledging thewersO
represenation of ancestral experienes, | draw on arestor portraits from East and Southeast
Asia, whose figures possess an almost amettitiral frontality and solidity | also reérence
BeauxArts architectural studiesNtypically elewations rendered in pencil, ink, and
watercolorN as their style, based on hitical and cultural ollage, both inspired the desigrf o
the towers and reflects a similar cultural melding.

First built as symbolsfoa unique osmopolitan culture and then beaming symbols b
overlooked hisbries, these dwers show how a desir@tengage with and find a home in the
larger worldNto move toward distaint horizons and ma the reign fimiliarN can find visible
form. In mary ways, the bwers mirror the experieres d their builders and those buildersO
descendarts, embodying how originary plas bemme unfamiliar and disant; how distnt
places beome familiar and near; and how looking outmthe distance, absorbing thedr, and
being mary bemme embedded in a peopl@s iddity.

While the efiort and dedi@tion required o build the bwers demonstrée an idealistic desireof
a sae plae to live, they also express sorrow ¢ghe disappearane o a viable homeland. As | was
photographing one ower, ny guide bld me they reminded her 6tombstones, a omparison
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that evoked for me the structures® embodimenf loss and the tragediesated by migraris in
the Americas. The twersO existce responded ¢ perils near andafr, © the local desperéion of
banditry and the &raway desperaéion of racism, which &pt families apart and nezssiated
continued construction o the towers. The dbwers were a wato bridge disances, both between
cultures and plaes separted by history, by adopting and inorporating their ionography, and
between close relaves separted by oceans, ly providing them proection. The bwers express
the search ér a plae to call home while also showing how difficult it is, and how much
resisance we mg face, in finding a plae to belong.

Banner image: Btail of GZi Cuh, Fykw™h \illage, Hoiping , : ), 2018. All images ©
Sze Tsung Niolfs leong. Couresy d Shoshana Vdyne Gallery Los Angeles, andoési Milo
Gallery New York.

NOTES

1. I would like to acknowledge the impo#nt work o historians Seliaidhua Tan, Eria Fox
Brindley, Kevin Carrio, Beth lew-Williams, and Erikade, whose research iafmed this essp
Please see the nes Dr citations o specific publi@tions.

Throughout this essg | use Catonese plae names anddrms, romanized using the most
common spellings, or theatesysem.

2. For a sociocultural higiry of Hoiping and its residetmal architecture, see Seliarhua Tan,The
Culture dthe Lu Mansion Arcleitture in Chin@sadping Couny, 1900D194@hD diss.,
University d Hong Kong,2013).

3. Although the ermsSouthast Asiaand Southast Asiarare @mnventionally undersbod to
denote the rggion enclosed kB (moving clockwise) the Philippines, Indonesia, angd&hmar, in
light of geagraphic and cultural ennections, wha s today considered southern China should
be reggarded as part fothis region as well. The rers and oeans thd characterized Southeast
Asian gegraphy, and the social practes d mobility and exhange tha they enabled,
connected the cultures thalived in wha is now southern China, the Philippines, Mgéaa, and
Vietnam. These periptetic and maritime societies were fundamgailly distinct from the
plains-based societies northfahe N"ahm L’hng ( or Nanling in Mandarin) moutain
range, which creiged a naural geolagyical division. These Southeast Asian cultures were further
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linked by centuries d migraion, as the Catonese and Hokkienese disperssduthward.

For Pingi, see Him Mark LaBe@ming Chinese Ameait: A Hisbry d Communities and
Institutions(Walnut Creek, CA: AiMira Press, 2004), 6BFor the reldionship between the
Cantonese and the Han, seeeiin Carrio, ORcentering China: The Cawonese in and bgond
the HanQ irCritical Han $udies: The Histy, Represertion, and ldentit & ChinaDs Majoyit ed.
Thomas Mullang, James Ritrick Leibold, $Zphane Gros, and Eric Armandiden Bussche
(Berkeley: University d California Press, 201223844,

For the hisbry of the N"ahm Yuht (or Nan Yue in Mandarin), see Eddox Brindley, Ancient
China and the YueeReptions and Identities on the Southern Frontier, c.@BD® CE
(Cambridge: Cambridge klversity Press2015).

For histories d emigrarts in the Lhited Sates, see Beth éw-Williams,The Chinese Must Go:
Violene, Eglusion, and the Makingthe Alien in Amera Cambridge, MA: Harard University

Press2018).

7. For the reld@gionship between Amerian society and @nophobia, see Erikage, Ameria for
Amerians: A Higiry d Xenophobia in the ited $ates(New York: Basid3o0ks,2019).
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