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The Departure of Them, The Return of Us is an archival project consisting of 
photographs, prose, letters and short stories with the intention of exploring the 
multiple connections of narratives through the assemblage of four publications.
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This spring, I found a box of photos 
and letters, dated between 1980 
and the millennium - the period of 
Reform and Opening Up - that my 
father had left behind in our family’s 
old apartment in Liuzhou City.

For my last project, I downloaded 
many photos of political activities 
from an archive website set up by 
the Guangxi government.

When placing the two together, 
such words emerged in my mind: 
era, history, collective, micro-
individual and macro-politics.
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←

Guangxi, a region in southern China designated as an autonomous area for eth-
nic minorities, is my birthplace. During the rainy season, its mountains often 
appear in shifting shades of blue and purple. So beautiful. But most people 
here prefer to leave. When I was five, I moved with my parents from here to a 
coastal city in Guangdong.

I know it’s going to be archival, but how do I organise the 
material? The first thing that drew me in was the sense of 
contrast between the two types of photographs. Colour and 
monochrome; groups and individuals; men and women. I 
was looking for visual connections in the images.
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Projection 1

How can visual connections be used to organise materials 
into narratives, creating an unconventional historical archive?
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Weaving official and private images 
together like a bamboo basket.

Experiment 1
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Layout official and private photos 
on separate pages and paste a 
fragment of a letter on the side.

The purpose of this was to see what 
it would feel like to alternate reading 
two different perspectives.

Experiment 2
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Using an letters as the narrative 
lead.

Experiment 3
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After the experiments, I remain certain that what I want to 
create is a work that allows us to see the era through these 
materials. At the same time, I chose to forgo using official 
archival photographs. Why not tell the story using only 
personal photos and letters? This is a perspective missing 
from official archives.

←
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Experiment 4

I experimented with embedding 
excerpts from the letters into the 
photographs. For instance, in one 
letter, someone mentions his desire 
to learn photography. I paired this 
line with an image of a person 
holding a camera. This was intended 
as a test: can unrelated images and 
texts, when juxtaposed, create a 
kind of intertextual tension?
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Inspired by the still-image film 
La Jetée, I created a short video 
using zoom-ins, zoom-outs, and 
intentional shifts of photographs. 
It was an attempt to “describe” the 
stories from the letters through 
images.

At the same time, I noticed that 
although the letter writers didn’t 
know each other, people of similar 
age often expressed similar worries 
and concerns. Inspired by the 
cyclical montage in Yi Yi, I structured 
the film using an alternating 
narration from two letters

https://youtu.be/v5Vf6ct_
H6o?si=jCGlf8ZHOd20gcgj

Experiment 5

https://youtu.be/v5Vf6ct_H6o?si=jCGlf8ZHOd20gcgj
https://youtu.be/v5Vf6ct_H6o?si=jCGlf8ZHOd20gcgj
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For this experiment, imagine these 
moments as they occur (it’s a natural 
move to make while reading a 
letter). Could these cross-temporal 
imaginations evoked by the text 
be made tangible? For audiences 
unfamiliar with the archival 
materials, could a more intimate 
method of engaging with them be 
developed? I tried to transplant 
those narratives into the everyday 
objects of the era.

Experiment 6
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The existence of roads allows 
people from small places to venture 
out through their own efforts. The 
sender and recipient addresses on 
letters keep changing—moving from 
villages to towns, then to counties 
and big cities. Some people follow 
the railway lines outward, while 
others remain in one place. In these 
letters, each person’s circumstances 
are tied to their location. When 
laid out together, although their 
worries differ, the uncertainty about 
the future and the desire to strive 
forward are closely connected.
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The plan is to determine the size of 
the story’s medium based on the 
scale of the place from which the 
letters were sent. On the pages 
featuring railways, could we see the 
emotional intersections within the 
story?

Continuing with this idea of a 
“puzzle”, I explored several ways the 
booklets could be arranged to form 
a complete image or shape when 
placed together.
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Inspired by Carla Liesching’s method 
of weaving together found images 
through visual associastions, I 
began to look more intentionally 
for connections within my own 
materials.

I discovered several such groups: 
four photos of girls of different 
ages dancing; five images of trains 
travelling through the mountains, 
along with a painting; women and 
workers walking along the tracks... 
These materials already tell their 
own stories — no need for invention. 
The themes are clear: growth, 
railways, rural and urban, migration. 
And from my perspective, looking 
back decades later, more layers 
emerge: home, time, and the cyclical 
bond between generations.
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I designed four booklets, each 
representing a stage in a journey 
or a moment in one’s growth. 
Photographs were carefully paired to 
suggest these phases, while certain 
images extend beyond the edge of 
the page — a way of implying that 
the story is still unfolding.

From smallest to largest, the 
booklets reflect both a progression 
in scale and a shift in environment 
and age:

B6: the countryside and childhood
A5: a small town and adolescence
B5: a county-level city and early 
adulthood
A4: the city and approaching middle 
age
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So I decided to use the four booklets as containers for all the materials. But 
within these containers, there needed to be a system — a structure that could 
allow multiple modes of classification, storytelling, and connection to coexist 
and remain fluid.

For the content within each booklet, I felt that a unifying thread was still 
necessary — something to loosely tie the fragments together. I thought of 
the railway: lines drawn across maps, tracks appearing in photographs, the 
trains that once carried people away from Guangxi, and the train I take now, 
returning.
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The railway and the train naturally 
extend the metaphor of journey and 
growth. And what they ultimately 
speak of, is migration — and the idea 
of homecoming.

As I revisited the letters, I came to a 
quiet realization: the very existence 
of a letter implies separation. If there 
were no distance, why would two 
people need to write?

I spoke with older members of my 
family. Many of them had moved 
step by step from the countryside 
— some settled in county towns, 
others made their way into cities. 
Whether through their own 
experience or that of those around 
them, migration and movement have 
touched nearly every life. These 
are not isolated stories, but shared 
memories across generations.



19

Through conversations with my 
elders, I began to notice how 
differently we see our shared 
hometown — and how differently 
we understand migration. This led 
me to make the idea of the “railway” 
more specific: not just as a physical 
line, but as a symbol of departure 
and return.

As I revisited the old materials, my 
memory returned to Guangxi — to 
stations, to houses, to places I once 
knew. Meanwhile, the people in 
the photographs and letters were 
captured in moments far behind me 
in time, striving to move outward. 
This meeting across time felt quietly 
profound.

I wrote personal reflections based 
on my own memories, translated 
and edited stories passed down by 
my elders, and included excerpts 
from the letters. I hope to arrange 
them within the books using parallel 
or alternating narration, allowing 
these voices to exist side by side, 
quietly responding to one another.
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I use different colours and fonts to 
distinguish them.
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Each booklet centers on a shared 
theme: the memories two 
generations hold of the same 
place, and how they each left — or 
returned to — that place. These 
narratives not only reflect changes 
in physical space, but also trace 
emotional shifts over time.

Structurally, each booklet follows 
a similar rhythm: beginning with 
a brief introduction, it moves into 
descriptions of the environment and 
everyday life, followed by moments 
of departure — whether experienced 
directly or witnessed from afar. The 
letters then unfold, sharing glimpses 
of life in a new setting, and finally 
close with a note of blessing. 
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As for the parts intended to function 
like puzzle pieces, my initial idea was 
that any image extending beyond 
the page margin would signal a 
point of connection. However, in 
retrospect, this design proved to be 
unclear — the cue was too subtle, 
and could easily be overlooked or 
misinterpreted.
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https://gcd.studio/pages/last-train-home

https://gcd.studio/pages/last-train-home
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Projection 2 is a continuation of Projection 1. While 
the first phase focused more on the development and 
implementation of the concept, the second phase involved 
ongoing adjustments to the visual system and continuous 
refinement of the narrative structure.

←
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Projection 2

How can a series of publications be designed 
to place stories from different individuals, 
within a structure that enables multiple 
connections, allowing them to maintain their 
individuality while collectively forming a 
narrative about migration, generations, and 
home?
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Due to poor color reproduction in 
print, I decided to remove the design 
that used color to distinguish the 
two sides.
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Another reason was that using color 
to distinguish the left and right 
pages became confusing: when 
a photo originally placed on the 
left had to appear on the right due 
to layout adjustments, it made it 
visually unclear which time period 
that section belonged to. ?
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After a series of adjustments, I 
ultimately decided to differentiate 
the two sides through font size. 
In terms of layout, the historical 
narrative adopts a first-line indent 
style, while the story of the migrant 
generation uses block style with 
green text.
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As long as the text remains 
positioned at opposite ends of the 
spread, the image floating between 
them feels natural rather than 
forced. The image doesn’t strictly 
belong to either narrative voice, but 
instead serves as a visual material 
that bridges the perspectives of the 
two generations.



33

At the beginning of the story, I 
revised the numerical titles to 
include the time periods of the two 
generations, as well as the locations 
and routes of their movements.
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Rather than using vague numerical labels like 1/4 or 4/4 to indicate parallel station 
points, I added a cross-spread page in each volume, using diagrams to clearly mark 
our current location. Near the title page, the visual continuity within the photographs 
also hints at the environmental shift—from rural to urban or urban to rural.
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The structure of the story has 
been revised. Its current logic 
unfolds as follows:

a preface describing movement 
and being in transit;

fragments of life at the 
destination;

the departure of the older 
generation in pursuit of wealth, 
followed by the younger 
generation leaving as the 
holiday ends;

letters written after the 
departure;

and finally, life in the city.
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I became more acutely aware of how 
form shapes meaning in writing. 
To distinguish the two voices from 
within the text itself, I not only used 
different narrative perspectives, 
but also adopted distinct writing 
styles—one unfolds like a gently 
told story, while the other takes the 
form of poetic prose.
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I reorganized the “puzzle pieces” that 
could be meaningfully assembled 
from the four booklets. These 
include: letters and stamps, railway 
maps, a coming-of-age process 
staged against a railway backdrop, 
and diagrams illustrating the 
temporal-spatial connections and 
emotional parallels between the 
letters.
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→ → → → → → → 

For the cover design, I once again applied the idea of a puzzle between 
booklets to express the two central themes of the project—migration 
and multi-layered narrative across publications. When all booklets 
are left-aligned, an arrow symbolizing migration appears; when they 
are realigned to the right following the arrow, the visual connections 
between their covers begin to emerge.

To give readers a basic understanding of the project’s background and 
how to engage with it upon first contact, I added an outer wrapper 
that includes an introductory cover for the set of four booklets.
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Beyond the visual connections 
revealed through puzzle-like 
alignment, additional layers of 
meaning are subtly suggested 
across the spreads.



44



45



46

Click on this link 
to view the full 
document PDF!

Thank you!

https://23014575.myblog.arts.ac.uk/2025/05/23/link-toall-pdf-of-the-departure-of-them-the-return-of-us/
https://23014575.myblog.arts.ac.uk/2025/05/23/link-toall-pdf-of-the-departure-of-them-the-return-of-us/
https://23014575.myblog.arts.ac.uk/2025/05/23/link-toall-pdf-of-the-departure-of-them-the-return-of-us/
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