On Sall

Re-threading the Winds of Trade and Memory Between Tea,
Opium, and Empire
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Abstract

On Sail is a cross-media artwork centred upon the Treaty of In the creative process, 1 chose to “transcribe”™ the Treaty of

Nanking. Through embroidery, archival rewriting and spatial Nanking through the medium of embroidery. This exceedingly

imstallation, it explores how power shapes narratives within slow, repetitive labour, imbued with bodily warmth, became an

historical texts, and how mdividuals might physically engage act of resistance against the coldness of the text and the

with, touch and remterpret memones folded within thas colomal authority of the archives. Each phrase pierced by needle and

history. The work draws inspiration from my expeérience thread represents a renewed touch upon “sovereignty” and ‘“the

personally handling the original treaty document at the London right to speak’. The movement of needle and thread mimics

archives—a moment when | suddenly realised that “history™ 15 writing while simultaneously deconstructing it; it restores

not merely a past sealed between pages, but an enduring

structure of perception and power.

The Treaty of Nanjing, regarded as the starting point of modern

texture to language and renders “history™ tangible, suspect, and
open to remterpretation. Through the labour of the “*hand”, I
endeavour to return the symbols of the archive to the sensory

plane, transforming the writing of power into bodily memory.

Chinese history, 15 often perceived as a symbol of national
humiliation. Yet in Britain, it remains merely a page quietly Another core component of the work 15 my site-specilic

archived in the records office. This contrast 1n attitudes reveals intervention at the East India Dock Basin. Upon that wharf, once
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the fracturing and reproduction of memory across different a symbol of colomial shipping routes and global commerce, |
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fissure—history 1s not static, but a space continually rewritten
through difference and translation. As a Chinese student
studying in London, 1 find mysell situated precisely within this
“Third Space’; simultaneously the subject of narranon and the

observer engaged in re-narration.

seventeenth-century origins of global trade to the signing of the
Treaty of Nanking in 1842, and ultimately to the estabhishment
of the Shanghai Concession in 1845, As sea breezes rippled the
scroll, its edges hifted gently, transtorming history from a fixed

line into a form inscribed by wind, light, and the passage of



On Sail

time. I pinned my remade archive sequentially to corresponding
points along the imeline—each piece printed on satlcloth,
serving both as archival material and an extension of the fabric
itself. Each pinning action represents a renewed ‘anchoring” and
‘releasing’. Viewers witness the moment text 1s tugged by the
wind and hear the subtle sound of needles touching fabric—a

rhythm suspended between stitching and tearing.

This intervention se¢ks not to re-enact history, but to allow the
archives to engage in a “breath-like encounter™ with the site's
environment, The wind here carries the scent of the sea and the
echoes of history; the rust of the docks and the glint of water
reflect tales carnied away by the ocean and returned once more.
As I stood in the wind, unfurling the scroll of time, I suddenly
realised I was not merely “displaying™ archives, but engaging in
a dialogue with this very site, with history self. The archives
ceased to be cold records; they became material that could be

stirred by the wind, re-touched by the body.

Thus, On Sail unfurls as a sail crafied from embroidered
fabric—its form evoking navigation, yet also pointing to
histories of trade, expansion and colomsation. The intervention
15 situated at London's East India Dock Basin, a geographical

coordinate once emblematic of global commerce and imperal

MA Situated Practice

expansion, now serving as an extension of the work’s context.
As the sail billows in the wind. the text ceases to be mere words
and transforms into a flud spectacle: it 1s re-read, re-viewed,
and re-experienced within the ar and hght. In that mstant, the
treaty escapes its static historical form, becoming a medium that

encounters the present.

In my view, On Sail is not merely a “re-enactment™ of history,
but rather an experiment in re-understanding “the manner of
remembering”. It hberates archives from filing cabinets,
allowing the body to once again become the medium of history.
Through the repetition of manual labour and the tactile quality
of matenals, 1 hope viewers may sense a tension suspended
between restoration and rupture—that unhealable fissure
between us and history, between us and others, and between us

and ourselves.

On Sail 1s a work about distance: geographical, cultural,
emotional, and temporal. Using the satl as a symbol, 1t points
towards drifting and looking back, towards a persistent
self-questioning—how do we rewrite our own position within a
history written by power? When the wind fills the sail once
more, history ceases 1o be merely the past and becomes an

existence still sailing,

Portfolio | Yao Yan
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Research Process

Archival Work / Material Research / Site Research / Making Process
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Archival Work

Nanking Treaty

Introduction

A, B KA AT SR S - B o i D E 15 7 ACA FIZ R LUK A frR B M BT R Her Majesty the Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and His Majesty the Emperor of China,
KA REEFT R MG FE R 3 Sk an 00 6 S BB A Bl R eR e 20 10 BAn , e H = 5% being desirous of putting an end to the misunderstandings and consequent hostilities which have arisen between the
B EFFIR, B B e [ Py I Ef] S0 ik — S At 22 U R B A 20 8] 5 R Bir 45 22 two Countries, have resolved to conclude a Treaty for that purpose; and have therefore named as their

bR T R A 4 L i A R R (0L i 3 T R A SR R T Plenipotentiaries: That is to say Her Majesty the Queen of Great Britain and Ireland Sir Henry Pottinger Bart.. a

Major General in the Service of the East India Company &c. &c. And His Imperial Majesty the Emperor of China,
the High Comnussioner: keying, a Member of the Imperial House, a Guardian of the Crown Prince, and General of
the Garrison of Canton; and Eleepoo, of the Imperial Kindred, — graciously permitted to wear the insignia of the
first rank and the distinction of a Peacock’s feather, lately Minister and Governor General &c. and now Lieutenant

Ceneral Commanding at Chapoo: Who after having communicated to each other their respective Full Powers, and
found them to be in good and due form, have agreed upon, and concluded, the following Articles:

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 1

A KA TR I 2 R N AR A T % There shall henceforward be Peace and Friendship between Her Majesty the

fFEfLEEF VS ZERMG B H TS, Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, and His Majesty
the Emperor of China; and between their respective Subjects, who shall
enjoy full security and protection for their persons and property within the
Dominions of the other.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 2

AN B O A R[] Py IR s e ar ke, KON His Majesty the Emperor of China agrees, that British subjects with their families and
T2 P A TR T )7 i bt S Akt 1 B By establishments shall be allowed to reside, for the purpose of carrying on their mercantile
pi oy L, RS I S i A pursuits, without molestation or restraint, at the Cities and Towns of Canton, Amoy,

i 65 4 P O R RS A T B A SRS A Foochowfoo, Ningpo and Shanghai; and Her Majesty the Queen of Great Britain &c. will
T8 e H-RL 0T 2 A0 g0 Dy e 0 (o) <5 1 appoint Superintendents, or Consular Officers, to reside at each of the above named Cities,

or Towns. to be the medium of communication between the Chinese Authorities and the
sald Merchants, and to see that the just Duties and other dues of the Chinese Government

as hereafier provided for, are duly discharged by Her Britannic Majesty's Subjects.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 3

ST A B A PR TR AT AR #h4 H e
Tifvil— A LUMERS AT RFsFRr IR &, K2
R A —dn ToRse, B Ml 2
{5 B e F B AR G .

It being obviously necessary and desirable, that British subjects should have
some Port whereat they may careen and refit their ships, when required, and
keep stores for that purpose, His Majesty the Emperor of China cedes to Her
Majesty the Queen of Great Britain &c. the Island of Hongkong to be
possessed in perpetuity by Her Britannic Majesty, Her Heirs and Successors,
and to be governed by such Laws and Regulations as Her Majesty the Queen
of Great Britain &c. shall see fit to direct.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. |Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 4

A ERBFTEXTILFE H [[j&E The Emperor of China agrees to pay the sum of Six Millions of Dollars as

A8 A [ o R N S o A e A the value of the Opium which was delivered up at Canton in the month of

SEARZS A R LR Ry, S KR HELL March 1839, as a Ransom for the lives of Her Britannic Majesty’s

PR B T e - Superintendent and Subjects who had been imprisoned and threatened with
death by the Chinese High Officers.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 5

AU A LB B ] () I B T T R AT R AT A The Government of China having compelled the British Merchants trading at Canton to deal

A K B I L] F AP B8 ) 91 7 RLAS S kb 2% 0 exclusively with certain Chinese Merchants called Hong Merchants (or Cohong) who had been

ST Er, e (a] g AE B X Wy LA L[] 0] A T S A licensed by the Chinese Government for that purpose, the Emperor of China agrees to abolish that

H 5 R%’ﬁ%%?ﬁﬁﬁﬂ%‘ STRGEFR=A N ITEAN practice in future at all Ports where British Merchants may reside, and to permit them to carry on their
R 2 SR gy o 7 A mercantile transactions with whatever Persons they please; and His Imperial Majesty further agrees to

pay to the British Government the sum of Three Millions of Dollars on account of Debts due to British
Subjecits by some of the said Hong Merchanis, or Cohong, who have become insolvent and who owe
very large sums of money to Subjects of Her Britannic Majesty.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 6

FCTE A B S ] R R T A R B R A R The Government of Her Britannic Majesty having been obliged to send out an Expedition to

M SRGERKERFER—T A . KREENMERMER demand and obtain redress for the violent and unjust Proceedings of the Chinese High Authorities
9 H I H B T R S e R R K towards Her Britannic Majesty’s Officers and Subjects, the Emperor of China agrees to pay the sum
A S B oA S HE AT FE TR . of Twelve Millions of Dollars on account of the Expenses incurred; and Her Britannic Majesty’s

Plenipotentiary voluntarily agrees, on behalf of Her Majesty, to deduct from the said amount of
twelve Millions of Dollars, any sums which may have been received by Her Majesty's combined
Forces as Ransom for Cities and Towns in China subsequent to the 1st day of August 1841,

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 7

LA b =S 8UEREEE P T — a0 o] 43 122 1 9 50 F 7 - It is agreed that the total amount of Twenty one Millions of Dollars described in the three preceding
HEAERASE N IC. ZIESHBEER =g, +=Hn¢ Articles shall be paid as follows: Six Millions immediately Six Millions in 1843: That is: Three Millions
HW=rh, EHANHF. BIREASHBZSR AR+ AIT on or before the 30th of the month of June, and Three Millions on or before the 31st of December Five

, TZHRASR - HRA R, MR EAIT. ZEFAHN Millions in 1844; That is: Two Millions and a half. on or before the 30th of June, and two Millions and a
TWoARI, tREER - H e, N AE R BT half on or before the 31st of December Four Millions in 1845; That is: Two Millions on or before the 30th
HERREZ S EPYFELSER T —H AT, MaEEGERL of June, and two Millions on or before the 31st of December. And it is further stipulated, that Interest at
A2 BN ERAERE G ST E T 7T - the rate of 5 per Cent per annum, shall be paid by the Government of China on any portion of the above

sums that are not punctually discharged at the periods fixed.
And 1t 15 Turther stipulated, that Interest at the rate of 5 per Cent per annum, shall be paid by the
Government of China on any portion of the above sums that are not punctually discharged at the periods

fixed.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 8

Ao A A g EE RS, S The Emperor of China agrees to pay the sum of Six Millions of Dollars as
[ P R o O d R, AR LR the value of the Opium which was delivered up at Canton in the month of
B AL March 1839, as a Ransom for the lives of Her Britannic Majesty’s

Superintendent and Subjects who had been imprisoned and threatened with
death by the Chinese High Officers.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 9

RLAPEARTERAT R 2 B EES SR GARES
ol Ay BREE M (R B A B oK R fbE, e
KF, Bt LR E A3 EP T
MEF IR B R R

The Emperor of China agrees to publish and promulgate, under His Imperial
Sign Manual and Seal, a full and entire amnesty, and act of indemnity, to all
Subjects of China on account of their having resided under, or having had
dealings and intercourse with, or having entered the service of, Her Britannic
Majesty. or of Her Majesty’s Officers: and His Imperial Majesty further
engages to release all Chinese Subjects who may be at this moment in
confinement, for similar reasons.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 10

B4 2% N 5 B o {0 [l 1y B R i 2 1 M S L A His Majesty the Emperor of China agrees to establish at all the Ports which are by the 2nd Article of this
Ior it 101 HH 1 BB i) B 2 AR 2 BOE N 1]y SR A o Treaty to be thrown open for the resort of British Merchants, a fair and regular Tariff of Export and

LA S pgde ) aly, 4 00E S 15 B e s i filah Import Customs and other Dues, which Tariff shall be publicly notified and promulgated for general

o fa B p v B e A s T B A 2 i B S A information; and the Emperor further engages, that when British Merchandise shall have once paid at

o ) L nl e e ] 49 25 T A Al 41 any of the said Ports the regulated Customs and Dues, agreeable to the Tariff, to be hereafter fixed, such

Merchandise may be conveyed by Chinese Merchants to any Province or City in the interior of the
Empire of China, on paying a further amount as Transit Duties, which shall not exceed 10 per Cent on

the Tariff value of such Goods.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Treaty 11

Nanking Treaty

BOE B e [ 2 BT A A S RIER R TR s A
FHAAPRER &7 HE, Sblm i BERreE, K
RS R ET AR, MBI G R NPT, e

P ] i

CIEH S ANE BT SER S R

Portfolio | Yao Yan

It is agreed, that Her Britannic Majesty’s Chief High Officer in China shall correspond with the
Chinese High Officers, both at the capital and in the Provinces, under the term “Communication™
(¥§4%). The Subordinate British Officers and Chinese High Officers in the Provinces under the
term “Statement™ (F1#5) on the part of the former, and on the part of the latter, “Declaration™ (1
<x); and the Subordinates of both Countries, on a footing of perfect equality. Merchants and
others not holding official situations, and therefore not included in the above, on both sides, 10 use
the term “Representation™ (77 #H) in all papers addressed to, or intended for the notice of the
respective Governmenis.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.

MA Situated Practice

()2



(n Sail

Treaty 12

Nanking Treaty

KK B L HERNZY 15 eI LAMLI MESE 2 75 FUh T8
, KRR ACE 124 RIGE 7 5 O ST A F T
o o e B B By R L I S LR RHE LA e B 2
Lt & L 1] W 2 v R U s &y 13 D s B 8 D B i A i 0P R
A R AC TP R DAL 9 1 2 S (L Al e i BRI B S Ak
FA IR A 5.

On the assent of the Emperor of China to this Treaty being received, and the
discharge of the first instalment of money, Her Britannic Majesty’s Forces
will retire from Nanking and the Grand Canal, and will no longer molest or
stop the trade of China. The Military Post at China will also be withdrawn,
but the Islands of Koolangsoo and that of Chusan will continue to be held by
Her Majesty’s Forces until the money payments, and the arrangements for
opening the Ports to British Merchants be completed.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Treaty 13

LA B 25 SR 35 0 iR 24 452 K bt 5 7 ol % B

RIR B RS, HEFRZEE/AREANES
FIEEA T A2 A5 [ o A — T LA < 1R 184 [ A

YT A — HLT 22 LA 53 28 A e

The Ratification of this Treaty by Her Majesty the Queen of Great Britain &c.
and His Majesty the Emperor of China shall be exchanged as soon as the great
distance which separates England from China will admit, but in the meantime,
counterpart copics of it signed and sealed by the Plenipotentiaries on behalf of

their respective Sovereigns, shall be mutually delivered, and all its provisions
and arrangements shall take effect. Done at Nanking and signed and sealed

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. |Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking lreaty

Signature page

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking lreaty

Signature page

In the early stages of the project, I visited London's archives and hibraries, where |
personally reviewed primary documents related to Sino-British trade history, colonial
expansion, and the Treaty of Nanking. This process profoundly affected me. Having
arown up m China, 1 was no stranger to this history, vet it had long existed as a
“national narrative”, “textbook knowledge ™, and “collective memory™ — possessing a
welght that felt both monumental and distant. We knew 1t, yet never truly “touched™
it—the original parchments of those treaties, the handwritten annotations, the
dispassionate phrasing of diplomatic texts were not part of ordinary people's direct

EXPErIence.

Yet in London, | encountered them in a manner almost within easy reach. With a
reader’s pass, a desk, and a pair of white gloves, I could personally leal through the

historical pages that shaped modern power structures. This effortless, almost mundane

process created a profound sense of dissonance: in the other lustorical narrative, these
were weighty, painful archives steeped in national sentiment; here, they became
acadenuc resources, even cultural assets, housed within the quiet order of
temperature-controlled lighting and cloth-bound volumes.

This contrast sparked my reflection: history 15 not singular; 1t manifests different
lemperatures, densities, and emotional structures across disunct spaces. For Britain,
these archives document the logic, mmstitutions, and administration of imperial
governance; for China, they bear the emotional weight of national humiliation, forced
opening, and memory mobilisation. It was precisely within this vast fault line of
interpretive differences, modes of access, and emotional frameworks that I realised
today's engagement with history is not a matter of “re-learning”, but rather one of
“repositioning .

Thus, my work begins: not merely “re-presenting history”, but re-situating archives
from their cool paper pages back into the wind, back to the harbour's edge,
reconnecting them with bodies, environments, and perceptions. Leafing through these
records revealed that history is not a static narrative, but a fluid entity shaped by
diverse accounts and viewed from shifting positions. My intervention seeks to make
this flwidity visible once more, allowing the text to become entangled anew with air,
space, and individual experience.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. [ Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking Treaty

Tariff
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Tea: “five quan™ or “one hang” per 100 jin

L jm =300 g

00 = 50 kg

50 30 kg = ] liang (or five gian)

Around 1840, one chest of opium welghed approximately 390 liang

- oy P - ol ey . o . ; : e . . y B e . : Lo ey 3 "
[he National Archives, Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking]., The MNational Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Nanking lreaty

Document

An official notification and explanatory document of the “New Tax Rules” issued by the central government of the Qing Dynasty (the Emperor or the Prime Minisier's Office), through the ministers, to the coastal poris (Guangzhou, Xiamen, Fuzhou, Ningbo and
Sshanghai).
Calming doubts: It was made clear that this was a product of negotiation with Britain and the United States, not a humiliation, but a reasonable measure to “facilitate trade and reduce taxes and depreciation™.

The National Archives, “Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce: Indemnity. | Also Known as the Treaty of Nanking].,” The National Archives, August 29, 1842, FO 93/23/1B, Kew, London.
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Material Research

In the project's initial stages, | commenced with fundamental fabric testing:
common materials such as cotton, sail, and linen became the subjects of the first
round of experniments. Their alfordability, accessibility, and suitabihity for
large-scale work made them frequent choices for sail production. However,
during practical trials, 1 eradually realised that their visual and tactile qualities
failed to convey the historical texture and cultural resonance central to my
project. Cotton fibres are soft and refined yet lack lustre and depth; sail is thick
and sturdy, offering robust physical support but appearing overly mechanical and
industrial; linen boasts natural texture but tends towards coarseness and
heaviness, lacking fluidity when moved by wind. While all three possess
structural integrity, their visual language leans too heavily towards modernity
and funcuonality rather than cultural and historical metaphor.

After repeated sampling, stretching, hanging, light transmission and wind
resistance tests, | turmed my attention to more “flexible historical™ fabrics—the
silk family. Silk holds a unique position in the history of trade and cultural
exchange, and 1ts “soft yet restlient” qualities align with the concept of my work.
This phase of fabric sourcing shifted towards meticulous material selection:
variations in sheen, directional texture, hibre density, and the imterplay between
weight and airflow became key considerations. I scoured local Chinese fabric
markets, discussing weaving techmques, durability, and light response with
vendors, photographing samples and conducting wind tests.

Ultimately, I selected four categories of traditional silk fabrics: silk brocade, silk
satin, gauze, and satin.

M A Situated Practice

Touch and texture: Silk possesses a delicate, warm surface that fosters a more
“embodied” labour relationship with hand movements and the sewing process;
touch 1s not merely techmaque, but a dialogue with the material’'s history.

Weight and Response to Wind: Silk is weightless; once suspended, it enters a
perpetual dialogue with the air, stirred by the shightest breeze. This sofi
responsiveness aligns naturally with the theme of the “sail”, symbolising
destinies propelled by historical currents vet capable of being redirecied.

Light Transmission and Visual Layering: Silk scrolls and certain sheer silks
exhibit translucency: light filtering through the fibres evokes the sensation of
passing through archival pages, ¢reating a visual metaphor of “history
tlluminated™. Brocades and heavier silks, conversely, provide contrasting layers,
offering structural stability and visual weight.

Cultural and Symbolic Significance: Silk served as an early conduit linking

China to the wider world, bearing imphicit connections to the histories of tea and
opium trade. The selection of silk fabrics represents not merely an aesthetce
choice, but a retrospective engagement with and reconfiguration of these
historical trade routes.

In the final work, these four silk fabrics form a layered system: transparency and
opacity, dense weave and loose weave, smoothness and texture intertwine,
collectively constructing the multifaceted surfaces of history. They shifi
ceaselessly under the influence of light and wind, as 1if the past continues 1o
flow: suided by sutches and threads, they are re-sewn into a sail bearing
memories and charting a néw course.

Portfolio | Yao Yan

Image: Four types of silk that i used in making sail
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Site Research

During the project’s initial phase, |
surveyed multiple sites in London with a
connection to trade and shipping history,
mcluding the Canary Whart waterfront, the
shipvard adjacent to the Greenwich
Maritime Museum, Millwall Outer Dock.
and the historic Rotherhithe docklands.
However, these locations presented
challenges: some were too thoroughly
commercialized or uniformly tidy to reveal
historical fissures, while others lacked
sufficient wind or were oo enclosed for the
sail to capture authentic wind forces.
Additionally, public access restrictions
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Across the waterfront stands London's wconic O2 Arena. Its colossal tensile membrane structure symbolises modern consumensm, entertainment, and capital
dynamism, engaging in a trans-historical dialogue with the colomal trade logic embedded n silk canvas:

On one side, a mistoric port built upon global trade and resource extraction;On the other hand, a contemporary commercial landmark 1s centered on traflic flow,

entertainment, and global branding. The steel-framed canvas establishes a visual and semantic resonance with the O2:not a return to manitime artefacts of the past. but | |
the insertion of silk into the contemporary logic of “curtain™ and “display frame™; not symbolic re-enactment, but an emphasis on continuity and transformation—the ,' [ | -

structures of colomal trade are renewed, vet the underlying logic persisis.

MA Situated Practice

prevented visitors from moving freely
within the spaces.

The East Inchia Dock Basin was ultimately
s¢lected precisely because 1t retains the
state of a “port ruin”: rust, [encing, broken
bridges, dampness, and stone structures all
remmind the viewer that this was once 3
tangible conduit connecting the empire and
1ts colonies, rather than a commodified.
packaged World Heritage attraction,
Compared to the “cleaner™ Greenwich, this
space 1s rougher and more authentc. It
permits history to persist through decay.,
absence, silence, and the wind.

Portfolio | Yao Yan
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On Salil Portfolio | Yao Yan

Beyond the wind, light and sound also serve
as crucial indicators for spatial perception.
Here, light possesses a flud quality: in the
morming, reflections from the river surface
render the sail translucent with a watery
sheen; come dusk, when backlt, the
embroidery threads cast shadows upon the
fabric, as if the text wself were speaking
from within. The mterweaving of wind and
water sounds, occasionally punctuated by
distant boat engines and the metallic clang
of railings, imbues the entire experience
with an aural dimension akin to an
‘unfolding invisible archive’,

Environmental conditions are also decisive factors. |
conducted wind power tests using silk test panels at
multiple alternative sites. The wind between the
high-rise butldings at Canary Wharf exhibits vertucal
turbulence, with unstable wind directions preventing
the formation of a stable sail surface. Millwall Dock
had the weakest wind, producing only shight fluttering
at specific angles. By contrast, the wind at East India
Dock Basin originates from open water, exhibits
consistent directionality, and maintains average speeds
between 3.5-53.2 mv/s (as recorded through multiple
field measurements). This enables the silk to unfold
naturally and generate sustained fluttering.
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On Sail

Standing before the old wharf piers
along the water's edge, the historical
context of East India Dock Basin
becomes tangible and palpable. As a
pivotal node in the British Empire's
Asian trade network, this mooring
structure once anchored countless
voyages and fleets laden with tea, silk,
and opium. Today. 1t resides within a
port sit¢ marginalised by urban renewal
and mainstream narratives. It 1s
precisely within this mterstice—where
materal remnants mntersect with grand
historical accounts—that the work
deploys its intervention strategy. Sail
and wind serve as mediators,
transforming archival materials from
static texts back mto dynamic forces

Thus, the site ceases (o serve merely as
the work's backdrop, becoming an
integral structural element. Wind
functions as the driving mechamsim.
while water marks the logic of time and
navigation routes. The rust on the shore
embodies the materiality of imperial
accumulaton and erosion. The viewer's
movement and pauses also constitute a
path of re-reading and embodied
historical experience.

Portfolio | Yao Yan

that re-engage their original site, thereby
re-enacting history within flow and
perception,

3
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On Sail

MA Situated Practice

On Saitl 15 a project unfolding across two locations. 1 chose to bring the first part back to Shanghai's Yangpu
Riverside — another space facing the water, another former industrial zone of shipping, shipbmlding, and

exports. Although separated by half a globe, the two sites are connected by the same historic maritime route.

I resolved to complete the other half of the work in Yangpu—the English section with embroidery. This choice
was not merely a linguisuc division of labour, but a symbolic structure: the Chinese portion in London, the
English in Shanghai. These two imverted actions allowed the work itself to form a mutually mirrored process.
Each stitch of English text 1s “translated™ and “rewritten”™ upon Chinese soil, while the Chinese text is
re-stitched within the space of the former impenal centre. Their interweaving embodies the very process by
which history is continually rewritten and mutually permeated.

The winds and light along the Yangpu Riverside differ from those of London’s harbours. Here, the waters run
deeper: former factories have been transformed into calés, creative hubs, and art spaces where people take
selfies, jog, and sip coffee—Iew realizing this landscape once formed a node in the global industrial system.
Colomial history no longer manifests through violence here, but 1s instead “beautified” through urban renewal
and consumerist landscapes.

For the artwork, the dual-site mstallation 1s not a repetition but an echo structure. The two ports both mirror and
question each other, together forming a thread that spans time and geography —irom ningteenth-century
shipping routes to contemporary global trade networks, from impernal shipping ports to modern urban
waterfronts.

Portfolio | Yao Yan




On Salil Portfolio | Yao Yan

Making Process

Concept video

I produced a concept video as a record, which includes the process of making the sail and an
electronic timeline. This video briefly summarises what this project is actually about.

nttps.//youtu.be/KaTYqFkGBKY
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On Sail Portfolio | Yao Yan

Intervention

Spatial Layout / The Sail / The Structure / Invitation / Platform / Timeline &Archive /
Performance Moment / Outcome
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On Sail Portfolio | Yao Yan

Spacial Layout
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N - n This intervention follows an action sequence comprising
| —— ‘invitation — sail — platform — timeline & archive —
1R1I11T T E‘ performance, its spatial logic designed to extract archival
1 EEEE texts from static lustory and reposition them within
10111 | | specific geographical sites and bodily experiences. Sail.

serving as the core narranve medium, 15 vertically
suspended at the harbour's edge. Embroidered by hand
onto 1ts surface 1s the text of the Treaty of Nanking. This
[orm, situated between a monument and a nautical
structure, transforms the treaty from an abstract record
imto a tangible tension, reconfiguring its political position
between history and the present. The sail faces the river
channel and the opposite O2 site, creating a gaze that
spans time and space. This establishes an mmvisible
connection between nineteenth-century imperial shipping
routes and contemporary global trade coordinates.
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On Sail Portfolio | Yao Yan

Spacial Layout

In material execution, the satlcloth 1s anchored to the
eround via metal components and ground anchors.
responding to the port's industrial heritage while
emphasising a structural posture oriented towards
modernity rather than retro-reproduction. The
tervention commences with an invitation, guiding
visitors along a precise path into the site. A platform
positioned before the sail defines bodily scale and
viewing rhythm, becoming a threshold for pause,
contemplation, and reflection. The timeline unfolds
linearly across the platform, naturally dispersing
visitors as they trace its progression. Fragmented
archives and pivotal yvears weave a “texiure of history™
that intertwings physical movement with cognitive
shifts. transforming reading into a spatial act.

The audience's movement follows a sequence of
“approach—circumambulate—Ilook up—depart’.
Beginning with the subtle tactile expenience of
fabric fibres and embroidery traces, it progresses (o
a distant contemplation of the mstallation’s
relationship with the harbour landscape, before
returning o a reflectuon on individual position and
lemporal awareness. Thus, the site mtervention
Iranscends passive viewing to become a
reactivation of historical consciousness—through
walking, pausing, and gazing, archives, space, and
the body collectively generate a renewed
understanding of the past and a repositioning
within the present.

Image: spacoal layout by the author
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On Sail Portfolio | Yao Yan

The Sail

-----

The sails in this work serve as the core visual and narrative vehicle, bearing multiple symbolisms of maritime technology, imperial trade, and historical
exts. Measuring 2 meires by 3 metres, the sail dimensions are not arbitrarily chosen but are based on research into the Cutty Sark's ship archives.
According to museum records, the original dimensions of the royal sail at the top of the Cutty Sark’'s mainmast were approximately 4 metres by 6

~ metres. This work reproduces it at a scaled-down proportion, rendering it closer to a display-oriented “curtain surface”.

= the sail transcends mere symbolic ornamentation to become a scaled translation with clear historical provenance, bridging nineteenth-century
| maritime engineering with the contemporary art space and rendering this work a material citation that traverses time. This is not a replica of maritime
{archaecology, but a deliberate shifi—translating the historical vessel into a “publicly readable textual interface”.
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“Sarl Plan for *Cutty Sark’ (1869),” Royal Museums Greenwich Prints, 2025, https://prints.rmg.co.uk/products/sail-plan-for-cutty-sark- 1869-m 1 861
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Portfolio | Yao Yan

(n Sail
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On Sail Portfolio | Yao Yan

The Sail

The sail surface 1s composed of four distinet silk
textures—smooth, matte, dense, and loose—which
reveal subtle, persistent variations in luminosity with
the slightest shifis in light and wind direction. The
stitching between fabrics remains both discernible
and subtly concealed, imparting a gentle undulation
and rippling to the overall surface.

Consequently, the text does not appear with absolute
clarity upon the cloth, but rather weaves between
light and shadow, appearing and disappearing, as if
the layers, omissions, and folds of lastorical narrative
were projected onto the fibre structure. This visual
mechanism suggesis that history never unfolds upon
a smooth surface, but 1s perceived and reconstituted
through material unevenness, the stitching of

fragments, and the deflection of light.

MA Situated Practice 20



On Sail Portfolio | Yao Yan

The Sail

i ]
i

The embroidery on the sail depicts the full text of the Treaty of Nanking. The text 1s executed through a juxtaposition of hand and machine embroidery—the mechanmical stitches, stable and regular, symbolising the cold, rigid structure of colonial law and
administrative decree; the hand-embroidered sections, bearing knots, variations in tension, and minute deviations, pausing, skipping stitches, and pulling thread across the fabric like breath. Their alternation constitutes a visualised process ol “administrative
language being manually deconstructed and reconstructed’. As the stitches move, fold back, and pull, they form layered paths and subtle shadows—each thread both sutures and tears: each piercing enters the fibre while also penetrating the historical record.

During production, the stitches do not merely replicate the existing text but constitute a re-reading and rewriting of the words. Precisely for this reason, my process is a crucial component of the work. The rhythm of the hand, the resistance of the embroidery, the
friction of the thread liberate the treaty text from the power structures of the page, returning it to the realms of the body, time, and fibre. Each stitch constituies a touch upon history and an intervention in the authority of narration. The cold language of diplomacy is
compelled into the cadence of manual labour, thereby acquiring a faint yet persistent warmth—not gentleness, but the heat of friction, hesitation, and self-entanglement.

Ultimately, the sailcloth becomes a stitched history: the text is not displayed but experienced through constant traversal and displacement. As the viewer's gaze traverses silk seams, thread traces, and sheen, they do not read predetermined clauses but instead,

through coexistence with the material, perceive its sedimentation, tension, and unfinished nature. The treaty ceases to be a frozen political agreement and becomes a historical entity that requires renewed understanding, renewed interrogation, and renewed
consideration.

M A Situated Practice 21



(On Sail

The Structure

At the structural level, the sail employs stainless
steel support rods with a cross-braced fixing
method. The top features horizontal rods for
suspending the canvas, while the centre employs
vertical rods anchored to the ground, secured to
the perimeter railings via climbing ropes.
Concealed counterweight bars are fitted at the
base to ensure the saill maintains vertical tension
in windy conditions rather than swinging
uncontrollably. Connections employ
mdustrial-grade metal fittings combined with
hand-tied lashmgs, juxtaposing “mechanical

(O force” with “physical labour™: the structure
remains stable vet bears visible traces of human
intervention, symbolising the tension between
mstitutional frameworks and individual agency.

MA Situated Practice

) The form-giving logic of the supporting structure O

draws upon contemporary tensile architectural
systems visible in evervday life, with the most
significant reference being the O2 structure
across the river, As a landmark of London's
post-industrial era, the O2's white membrane
structure, steel cables, and mast sysiem represent
a contemporary architectural re-contextualisation
of maritime technology. Thus, the metal
[ramework of this work does not “numic sailing
ships™ but rather forms a mirrored relationship
with the O2 within a civilisational lineage:

" historical sails propelled warships and the opium &

trade. while contemporary sails underpin the
consumer system and entertainment industry.
Here, the sail becomes a symbolic bridge
connecting imperial history with the
contemporary global capitalist structure.

¥
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(On Sail Porttolio ‘ Yao Yan

Invitation

Throughout the On Sail project, the “Tea Bag Invitation™ served as an entry point and trigger mechanism, establishing | B

the initial intertace between the audience and history. Departing from the detached explanatory texts typical of : .
conventional exhibitions, I sought to invite engagement through a tangible, aromatic, and consumable ' Tﬂ’j o
experience—allowing history to be re-encountered through taste and bodily sensation rather than existing solely on

walls or within documents. Thus, I cratted handmade tea bags, presenting them as the audience's first step into the

work.

Tea served as the pivotal conduit linking China and Britain, a substance that catalysed global trade imbalances,
colomal expansion, and the chain of events leading to the Opium Wars. Tea was chosen as the invitation not merely
for 1ts symbolic significance, but for the shared familiarity it evoked across cultures—a vessel of history that could be
lifted, inhaled, steeped, and swallowed. When the audience receives the tea bags and brews them, the flavour enters
the body, and history enters the blood and breath, becoming a memory that 1s “absorbed”.

The vessel bearing the tea bags 1s a Qing dynasty tea caddy I unearthed. This nineteenth-century wooden box.
originally intended for storing tea leaves, has now been repurposed as a tray for “bearing invitations”. This folding of
time—an antique object serving a present-day function—transforms the piece into a bridge connecting past and
present, while simultaneously enacting a gesture of “historical restitution™: tea leaves that once journeyed across
oceans now return, in the guise of an invitation, to the spaces of British ports.

| EF BN - i e
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On Sail
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On Salil Portfolio | Yao Yan

Each tea bag 1s encased 1n tracing paper, its translucent quality allowing the contents to be faintly discerned while evoking the texture of archived documents.
The paper presents a brief description of the intervention, drawing viewers into the narrative as they interact with 1ts surface and read the text. The tea bags
within were hand-sewn by me and filled with tea leaves. Their labels bear the project name and the seal motif from the Treaty of Nanking—a symbol of power,
ratification, and territorial cession, now reduced in scale, softened, and transplanted into an everyday object. This represents a gentle method of “deconstructing
authority”.

Especially, each tea bag's backing is unique: featuring fragments of the Treaty of Nanking's original archives alongside news reports, historical commentaries,
and textbook narratives from both Chinese and British perspectives gathered during my research. Juxtaposed upon a single small sheet of paper, they create a
microcosm of cognitive dissonance and cultural tension—viewers can hold in their hands the parallel and contrasting narratives of history, rather than passively
accepting a singular version of truth. In a sense, these tea bags constitute a mimature archive, each containing a fragment ot historical divergence and a fissure in
worldview.

The entire reception process 1s ceremonial yet unpretentious, gentle and deliberate: the audience picks up the tea bag, reads 1t, teels its texture, senses the warmth
of the paper and thread, and decides whether to brew 1t, taste it, or take the text away. Thus, the invitation transcends mere notification, becoming a gift, an act of
sharing, and a personal experience. It embodies the viewing logic of this work—not forced cognition, but selt-initiated engagement, reapproaching grand history
through everyday actions.

Ultimately, the tea bag invitation guides the audience from the history held 1in the palm to the port site, from smell to embroidered sail, from soft paper and tea
tragrance to the memory of colonmial routes between wind, metal, and water. It renders the entrance to history light, small—so small 1t fits in the palm—yet thereby
closer to the body, more permeable, and harder to 1gnore.
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On Sail

Platform
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Within the spatial composition of On 5ail, the platform transcends 1ts role as a mere viewing stand or stepped structure, instead
functioning as a metaphorical weighty “vessel”. | selected stacked modern logistics cardboard boxes as the primary material, secured
with yvellow packing tape—a visual language drawn from daily lite. Countless parcels dispatched from China to overseas destinations
arrive tightly bound and reinforced layer upon layer, bearing the traces, pressures, and expectations of cross-border transit. It serves as
a visual symbol of contemporary circulation systems, embodying the intertwining of personal experience and the narrative of
globalised supply chains.

The cardboard 1tselt carries multiple connotations: 1t 1s lightweight and tragile, yet 1t bears the weight and risks of long-distance
transport. Cheap and commonplace, it nonetheless facilitates the cross-border flow of vast quantities of goods and information. Much
like nineteenth-century wooden crates laden with tea and opium crossing oceans, these boxes now carry the “invisible flows” within
today's transnational logistics networks. By stacking these boxes to create a height suitable for standing and reading, I have constructed
my plattorm.

MA Situated Practice

Portfolio | Yao Yan

Yellow sealing tape carries a potent visual identity of
“cross-border logistics™, simultaneously evoking a

. sealed, untouchable”.
Historical archives are often “sealed” and “protected”
in precisely this manner—neither readily accessible
nor fully interpreted. Constructing the display stand
from this material translates the “sealing” logic of the
archive into physical space, allowing logistics and
history to overlap in their modes of packaging.

26
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Platform

420829
Total Quantity f&. |Total Weight 2IER-:
1 3.7000
"ﬂ” Port 3O Carrier FE /-
LINEX
T e T
1842 ooo04383as P D-Eiﬂ | |
| FO-?OEHSG-GB One pieces, do not open the box
sy
| H‘ GB001842
CEZ20 1G58 4170 0043 1842 OB25 DIOM

Image: Handmade delivery labels by the author

The bespoke logistics labels on the display stand further extend this narrative by integrating authentic freight codes, map
coordinates, temporal markers, and treaty texts, thereby fusing historical information from the Treaty of Nanking with
modern parcel tracking systems. The stand thus becomes a “historical cargo™—not static furniture, but a historical record
“awaiting delivery confirmation”. As visitors read the labels, they trace a logistics route spanning centuries:

treaty port — shipping route — dock — museum — archive — intervention site.

The positional relationship between the display stand and the suspended canvas 1s also calculated: 1t supports without
usurping the gaze, allowing the sail to become the visual centre while the stand becomes the “silent supporting logic’. In
other words, the stand presents the ‘invisible forces’—the material foundations underpinning the imperial trade system,
such as warehousing, transportation, tarifts, and port regulations—now re-emerging through the most ordinary yet
authentic material: cardboard.

Thus, the platform 1n this work 1s not a formal display stand, but a structural entity embedding historical trade and

contemporary logistics within the exhibition space. It prompts viewers to recognise that every modern cross-border
shipment silently continues an ancient shipping route.
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Timeline & Archive
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At the heart of the exhibition stand, a three-metre-long roll of tracing
paper unfurls slowly. It serves both as a timeline and as a tangible,
tactile, and interactive tabric of history. Through tracing paper, the
pattern of yellow adhesive tape at its base 1s clearly visible—a tape
commonly used in international logistics parcels, a visible trace of the
material flow between China and the world. Overlapping the
horizontal lines of the timeline, 1t resembles quadrants and mendians,
symbolising the directional coordinates of trade, impenal expansion,
and capital. It also signifies that history is not static, but a path
continually packaged, transported, delivered, and rerouted.

This timeline originates in the maritime trade of the 17th century,
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with tea, silk, and porcelain sailing eastward to Britain, and silver,
firearms, and capital flowing westward 1n return. It then traces the
formation of the opium trade system in the early 19th century, which
seeped like a shitting undercurrent into the gaps between ports,
driving the gears of imperial machinery. The timeline culminates in
the signing of the Treaty of Nanking in 1842 and the establishment of
the Shanghai Concession 1n 1845—two junctures that not only
altered the boundaries of rivers and seas but also reshaped the
structures of cities, identities, trade, and daily life. Each point along
this chronological axis resembles a grain of gnit that, having passed
through the sieve of history, retains its sharp edges, reminding the
observer: these moments continue to reverberate within our places
and bodies.
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Image: Timehine by the author

|. Treaty of Nankin [Nanking] and General Affairs, FO 705/50, The National Archives, Kew,
2. Treaty: Peace and Friendship; Commerce; Indemnity [ Treaty of Nanking] (29 August 1842); Declaration: Transit Dues (26 June 1843); Proclamation (Chinese): New System of Trade, TarifT of Duties, General Regulations (July 1843), FO 93/23/1B.

The Mational Archives, kew.

3. Long Papers. Bundle 543: Opium, T 1/4054, The National Archives, Kew.
4. Three Chinese Officials in Charge of Supervising the Tea Trade Describe the Competitive and Confused Conditions in the Tea Trade since 1843..., FO 931/967, The National Archives, Kew.
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Along the timeline, I have atfixed my reworked archives to their respective points in time. These are not mere reproductions, but rather a process of “rewriting” the archives: from hundreds of documents and
images, | selected tragments of critical signiticance—details from treaty texts, customs ledgers, diplomatic correspondence—then printed them onto tabric identical to canvas. The fabric's texture blurs the
archives' original rigid boundaries, extracting history from the flat plane of paper authority and returning it to tactility, fibre, weight, and warmth.

This “archival re-creation™ 1s neither commemoration nor replication, but an act of intervention: as apparatuses of power and narrative, archives determine how the past 1s seen, legitimised, and interpreted
through their content, format, and presentation. When re-stitched, folded, or pinned, each manual gesture re-examines the structure of history—who records? Who interprets? Who 1s recorded? Who remains
unmarked? The timeline thus ceases to be a unidirectional narrative, resembling instead a nautical chart perpetually unravelled and re-stitched.

Transparent paper scrolls, yellow adhesive tape, fabric archives, and the act of pinning collectively form an exhibition mode where “transparency and concealment coexist’. The juxtaposition of translucency and
opacity, clarity and blur, print and fibre, temporal documentation and temporal perception transtforms history from mere text and dates into a visible weight and palpable distance.

Ultimately, this timeline and archive are not intended to restate predetermined conclusions, but rather serve as an invitation for on-site reading and rereading: while witnessing history being hung, one also
observes the junctions, gaps, and folds. For 1t 1s precisely within these interstices that the force of history accumulates, and 1t 1s here that the potential for future rewriting begins.

Image: Timeline by the author

|. Treaty of Nankin [Nanking] and General Affairs, FO 705/50, The National Archives, Kew,

2. Treaty: Peace and Friendship: Commerce; Indemnity | Treaty of Nanking] (29 August 1842); Declaration: Transit Dues (26 June 1843); Proclamation (Chinese): New System of Trade, Tartfl of Duties, General Regulations (July 1843), FO 93/23/1B,.
The National Archives, Kew.

3. Long Papers. Bundle 543: Opium, T 1/4054, The National Archives, Kew.

4. Three Chinese Officials in Charge of Supervising the Tea Trade Describe the Competitive and Confused Conditions in the Tea Trade since 1843 . FO 931/967, The National Archives, Kew.
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Performance Moment
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Image: Performance moment 1 intervention day
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That day the wind was fierce. The sail billowed, and the
needle and thread trembled faintly in the air. As I sewed, a
pair of passers-by stopped n their tracks. They asked
curtously, “What 1s this?" I paused, then began to
explain—it was a project about the Treaty of Nanking,
about tea and opium, about the wind blowing from
London to that route through southern China. The lady
looked down at the needle and thread in my hands and
said, “It’s beautiful, but also... sad.’

In that moment, I realised that this intervention had
transcended my original conception—it was no longer
merely a dialogue between myself and the archives,

between myself and history, but had become a
performance generated in the public space by the wind

and chance.

Passers-by were not “audience members '; they were
merely “people passing by”. Yet their pauses, their
questions, their emotions formed the truly hiving part of
this work. The wind became the rhythm ot the
performance, the fluttering sail like the breath of memory,
while their responses resembled unexpected messages
drifting in during this vovage.

As | found myself explaining, 1 was also remnterpreting the
work: words dispersed in the air, carnied away by the
wind along with the sail. That tleeting exchange proved
more potent than I had imagined. It revealed to me that
history 1s not an object to be displayed, but an experience
that can be collectively revisited.

This “pertormance” had no plan, nor did 1t have an
endpoint. It untolded naturally in the harbour breeze and
continued with each encounter. In that moment, I truly felt
for the first time—the immediacy of art 15 also a
re-emergence of memory.
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Outcome
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Outcome
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Reflection and
Conclusion
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The point ot departure for On 5Sail lies 1n 1ts persistent mterrogation of how history 1s re-narrated. The
East India Dock Basin, as the site of intervention, 1s not merely a geographical coordinate but rather an
entry point into narrative. Once the imperial gateway to Asia's maritime routes, it now lies overgrown
with weeds and rust, a forgotten periphery. It 1s precisely within this “vacant site” that the layers of
history come into focus.

Throughout the research and creative process of this project, I gradually came to realise that archives are
never neutral repositories of texts, but rather power structures that construct historical narratives.
Through selective preservation and concealment, they shape the forms of memory permtted to exist. The
Treaty of Nanking, as the core text of this work, precisely embodies this “institutionalised memory .
This document, signed in 1842 between the Qing government and the British Empire, not only signified
China's military deteat but also established unequal power relations within the international order. By
taking the form of a “treaty,” it lezitimised colomal logic, translating violence, indemnities, and territorial
cessions into an administrative, rationalised language. It 1s precisely beneath this linguistic neutrality that
power remains concealed, entrenched and perpetuated.

When I re-inscribed the Treaty of Nanking onto canvas through embroidery, this process was not merely
a re-enactment ot history but a deconstruction of the discourse of power. The intervention of manual
labour compelled me to “read” this document anew at the pace of the body—each stitch, each thread
re-exposing the latent tension and violence within those seemingly tranquil words. The friction of needle
and thread rendered language no longer abstract, grounding 1t once more 1n the realms of sensation and
labour. Thus, the historical text ceased to be a passive record, becoming instead a site that could be
revisited and reimagined.

Simultaneously, I am concerned with the mutually constitutive relationship between historical narrative
and geographical space. The sails and structure point towards the Thames and the O2 across the niver,
not only formally echoing maritime architecture but also symbolising the continuity and folding of the
imperial trade system from the nineteenth century into the contemporary globalised landscape. Ports,
treaties, shipping routes, commodities—these seemingly disparate elements are re-stitched within the
work nto a fluid system. Through this spatial rewriting, 1 hope viewers will not merely “see” the traces
of history, but “enter” the very process by which history 1s produced, shifting from textual
comprehension to perceptual engagement.

On a theoretical level, the work engages with discussions within postcolomal discourse concerning “the
presence of the past”. One consequence of colonial history 1s the intensification of exchanges between
disparate cultures, where vast cultural differences manifest. Individuals from differing cultural
backgrounds must achieve a provisional understanding and consensus through translation and
negotiation. This space where cultures engage in ‘negotiation’ 1s termed the ‘third space’ by Homi
Bhabha. Thus, history 1s not a sealed past but a perpetually re-enacted “third space.” Building upon this
concept, On 5ail 1s not a re-enactment of history but a “critique of re-enactment’ —it seeks to reveal the
ideological logic underlying historical narratives through matenal, spatial, and bodily dimensions.

When [ first resolved to centre my work on the Treaty of Nanking, | actually endured a prolonged period
of hesitation. It 1s a chapter of history that 1s perpetually invoked, yet remains perpetually beyond grasp.
Repeatedly recounted, commemorated, and cited. the more it 1s written about, the more distant it seems.
In China, 1t 15 proclaimed aloud yet cannot be freely perused; in Britain, it lies quietly in archive drawers,
a page that can be casually leated through. The gulf between these two attitudes left me with an
indescribable sense of disconnection—I am both the subject being written about and the one rewniting
the narrative.

Portfolio | Yao Yan
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The moment I first opened the original treaty document in the archives, I realised that history possesses
warmth, texture, and a palpable tremor when touched by fingers. Thus, | resolved to “rewnite” 1t through
embroidery—to let those cold, rigid diplomatic phrases pass once more through the fabric's weave,
returning to the rhythm of body and time. Each stitch both slows the pace and draws us nearer; every
thread seems to mend, yet also probes another wound.

The process of creation felt like an extended dialogue. As a Chinese student in London, | found myself
perpetually caught between two narratives: both a descendant of colonial history and its scholar; both
yearning for understanding and struggling to forgive with equanimity. That state of being neither fully
immersed nor entirely detached became the most authentic starting point for this work. I gradually came
to understand that reflection does not mean tinding a stance, but learning to dwell within
uncertainty—acknowledging that very oscillation and contradiction as the truest relationship between
ourselves and history.

Later, when the sail was hoisted, when the breeze gently brushed the embroidered threads, and when
spectators paused upon the platform, I suddenly realised that the significance of this work perhaps lay
not in recreating the past, but in evoking a “way of remembering anew”. History is not merely an object
to be commemorated, but an existence to be touched, perceived, and re-woven.

For me, On Sail was an attempt to measure distance with my body. The warp threads were the labour of
hands, the weft threads the flow of time. What they wove together was not merely the shape of a sail, but
the living seam between myself and history. Perhaps we cannot alter the wind's direction, but we can
decide the posture in which we sail.

Portfolio | Yao Yan

335



