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, | 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, | 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.



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 | was five, | moved with my parents from here to a

coastal city in Guangdong.

| know it's going to be archival, but how do | 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. |
was looking for visual connections in the images.




Projection 1

How can visual connections be used to organise materials
Into narratives, creating an unconventional historical archive?



Experiment 1

Weaving official and private images
together like a bamboo basket.
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Experiment 2

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.
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After the experiments, | remain certain that what | want to
create is a work that allows us to see the era through these
materials. At the same time, | 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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Teacher will you laugh at me? Laugh at me for being a big fool? Maybe people will encounter many setbacks in their lives, | won't be
deterred by difficulties, and if | can still study next term, | will treasure it

Dear sister, | too wish to be a seagull soaring through the blue skies of our motherand, flying proudly and freely alongside you. However, | always feel that after what
I've done, the world will no longer tolerate my existence. There is no point in tumning back. There is no place in the world for me.
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G ’ I o 4 G =L i = ’j*/m’ 4 Saying these things carries a certain sadness. My career has not taken off; | can't even talk about
= =11\ ' 49.21"%%;’/;4,{/23 %) 'fq:" A, \ having a “career.” As for relationships, they're like a kite with a broken string, drifting who knows

R <o 3“- b where. But | believe there's always hope. | wish you happiness and hope that my own tomorrow

) K won't be sorrow.

I'm planning to buy mysalf a camera now. Later, |'ll gradually get some additional lenses. I'll also buy some baoks and subseribe to phatography newspapers and
magazines to improve my phatography skills. Alright, that's all for now:

Experiment 4

| experimented with embedding
excerpts from the letters into the
photographs. For instance, in one
letter, someone mentions his desire
to learn photography. | 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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Experiment b

Inspired by the still-image film

La Jetée, | 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, | 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, | structured
the film using an alternating
narration from two letters

https://youtu.be/v5Vf6ct_

Ho607si=CGLIfI8ZH0d209gcqgj
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Preservation, and
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Monday, May 28, 1990

Experiment 6

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? | tried to transplant
those narratives into the everyday
objects of the era.
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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.

13
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It could be the increasing age, the widening
-and stretching of horizons, the movement of
places (migration), the movement of time
~(social change) ......
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It could be seeing from the big to the
small, or filling in the gaps, or |
-recagnising the context, or it could be
that certain stories hold resonance.

O foop Coigesoe storgfeliv

@ Gizef scale

It may be the geographical scale or the

® puzele

The process of piecing together the
fragments to the whole.

‘size’ of the event; historical vs. individual.

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’, | 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, |

began to look more intentionally

for connections within my own
materials.

| 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.

15



| 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
Ab: a small town and adolescence
B5: a county-level city and early
adulthood

A4: the city and approaching middle

age

16
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So | 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, | felt that a unifying thread was still
necessary — something to loosely tie the fragments together. | thought of
the railway: lines drawn across maps, tracks appearing in photographs, the
trains that once carried people away from Guangxi, and the train | take now,
returning.

17
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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 | revisited the letters, | 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?

| 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.

18



1 lowered my head and focused on

sounds around me. The sky was
clear, sunlight stretched across
everything, and the heat from the
busy kitchen fire warmed the dry
fingers of the cooks. Beyond the
town, somewhere in the middle of
the rice fields, an elderly man might
be strolling alone along a narrow
ridge, wearing a pointed straw hat,
followed by a young village dog.

over them in silence, standing still
like the markers of time, while mist
at their base floated lightly—drifting
into the forests, into the water, into
the crevices of shoes... Before | was
even born, our house walls had
been decorated with photos of such
scenes.

"my noodles, carefully taking in the ©

The dark green mountains watched

]

| S |

L

home. The wind rushed past my
face, carrying her voice to my ears:
“Are you alright? Not cold, are

you? Huaiqun is surrounded by
mountains—the cold air can’'t get
in.” She was my cousin’s mother,
my father’s sister-in-law, spending
her years raising silkworms and
tending to mulberry trees. When
she was eight or nine, she and her
sisters herded cattle and gazed into
the distance from the mountainside.
But their eyes could only see so
far—beyond the mountains, the sea
remained out of sight. Her sisters
longed to see the ocean, and later,
her daughter did too. But my second
uncle's wife always thought that
having mountains was enough.

Every winter, when letters arrived

Walking Home,
It Was Drizzling Again

When she was 10 years old, Ali and sister Lu
from the house next door met on a rainy day.

In the kitchen of Lu’s house, the two of them
were roasting on the stovetop, watching the
water spilling down from the sky and the
smell of dry wood in the house becoming
more pronounced. While stoking the fire, Lu
took out a volume of textbooks and threw
them 1into the stove, startling Ali, who had
come from the city. Ali watched in horror as
the paper covered in beautiful handwriting
curled into ashes in the flames. The rolling
heat hit her face, stung her, and quickly
dissipated again.

Lu stared at her, thinking she was making a
fuss, but smiled awkwardly. Ali later realised
that at that time, Sister Lu no longer wanted
to continue her studies. For the sake of her

family; she decided to give up her studies to
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Shuniang ar
on her moto Dear sister f :

chhe back ses

Hello! When I read your letter, it was as if I was awakened by a
spring flight, and as if a spring sun shone on me.

Sister, I really don’t know how one should live and pursue in the
world. He 1s in love with her now, but he will not let me go in the
future; he will surely come back to woo me and come back to woo
me. What shall I say to him later? It is because of this incident that
I despise my life, and I have walked back from the death line several
times. Sister I also want to be a seagull flying in the blue sky of the
motherland, and you together proudly fly freely, but I always think,
I did this thing, the world can not allow me this person, turn back is
also useless, the world I have no place to accommodate. Sister, for the
sake of my life, for the sake of my door friendship, meet, please help
me think of a way? He came to pursue me later, can I reply to him?
She once said this to her classmates, ‘I split from her because she
spoke to him.” Sister, perhaps you remember now what my mother?
said to me? It’s true that I don’t have a heart like she said. As the
saying goes: freedom of marriage? How could I force people?

Sis, the meeting between the two of us was probably the last time
you came to school that time! Are you coming home to play at my
place? If you do, please don’t tell my family what I said, let alone
anyone else. Sis, on behalf of my classmates, I'd like to ask you
something. Are there any male students in the school writing to you?

Through conversations with my
elders, | 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 | revisited the old materials, my
memory returned to Guangxi — to
stations, to houses, to places | 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.

| wrote personal reflections based
on my own memories, translated
and edited stories passed down by
my elders, and included excerpts
from the letters. | 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.

19



| use different colours and fonts to

, | distinguish them.

4/4 The First The Fourth
Departure  Return

The bus made a U-turn in front of
the township hall, and that's it, it
arrived. | jumped off the bus with
my school bag on my back and

got smoked by the exhaust fumes.
The other passengers disappeared
purposefully to various intersections,
while | held my little brother's hand
and waited in confusion for adult
instructions. The town centre was
bustling, perhaps today was market
day. My aunt led us across the road
to a noodles shop. | fainted with
hunger and almost buried my face
in the bowl. My little brother still
feeling carsick, locked pale and
rested his tiny body aunt’s shoulder,
The townspeople all knew each
other and greeted loudly in the
Zhuang language. Our bewildered
expressions, as if listening to an
incomprehensible script, seemed to
stir their affection. Warm, kind eyes
lingered on us.

) Home

The fourth return, from the damp,
grey city of Liuzhou, to the bright
nights of Luocheng, winding through
the ups and downs of mountain
roads, stopping in Huaiqun Town

for a steaming bowl of rice noodles.
Winter has arrived. Pause for half a
day, now walking home.

This home—the place where my
father, my aunt, and my cousin were
born and raised— nestled between
the mountains, a tiny dot that cannot
be found on a map. The deep forests
of the hills where ancestors rested,
the rivers coiled and weave through
them, the farmers who planted
noiselessly, the children scattered
like stars under the eaves of each
house. Walking to school in the
spring with mud on feet, walking
home in the autumn with books on
backs.

e B e P PR

W

13

20



Go

Lu left, leaving a grandmother
living on in the village,
Grandma woke up at the same
time every day and carried
an iron bucket to the pig pen
in the backyard to feed the
pigs. The pigs were very quiet,
their eyes shining brightly in
the darkened compartments.
Several years passed, Ali
returned to the village every
year for the New Year's Eve,
but she never met Lu again.
She only heard people say
where she went and then
where she stayed. The time
was misplaced, the place was
also misplaced, perhaps, the
two will never see cach other
again.

Ali would always think of the
textbooks burning in the stove.
The sparks overflowed, like
her and all the playmates she
had met in the village: sharing
the same hometown, having
swum and danced together,
yet the friendships were so
temporary, so short-lived. If
they met again, would they
still be able to recognise cach
other?
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Letters

In 2025, | found a bunch of letters
and a box of photos in my father's
old belongings through my aunt and
cousin. Three of the letters were
addressed from the countryside,
from a girl named Yan - addressed
to her sister, a primary school
student named Wu Hongdan -
addressed to her former teacher,
my father, and a young man named
Liang - addressed to his cousin.

21

Dear sister {4

Hello! When I read your letter, it was as if | was awakened by a
spring flight, and as if a spring sun shone on me.

Sister, I really don’t know how one should live and pursue in the
world. He is in love with her now, but he will not let me go in the
future; he will surely come back to woo me and come back to woo
me. What shall I say to him later? It is because of this incident that
I despise my life, and I have walked back from the death line several
times. Sister [ also want to be a seagull flying in the blue sky of the
motherland, and you together proudly fly freely, but I always think,
I did this thing, the world can not allow me this person, turn back is
also useless, the world I have no place to accommodate. Sister, for the
sake of my life, for the sake of my door friendship, meet, please help
me think of a way? He came to pursue me later, can | reply to him?
She once said this to her classmates, ‘I split from her because she
spoke to him." Sister, perhaps you remember now what my mother?
said to me? It"s true that I don’t have a heart like she said. As the
saying goes: freedom of marriage? How could I force peaple?

Sis, the meeting between the two of us was probably the last time
you came to school that time! Are you coming home to play at my
place? If you do, please don’t tell my family what I said, let alone
anyone else. Sis, on behalf of my classmates, 1'd like to ask you
something. Are there any male students in the school writing to you?
Please tell me. You won't be offended if I ask! Yumei and the others
wrote to you, did you receive them. Please send me your portrait!
May I ask you if I can promise him in the future?

A person’s life is an expedition, some people walk the sunshine road,
I walk the muddy path, some people climbed to the top of the beauty,
I have fa“en Dﬂ' the ch"f}‘, the abyss, never look back the dﬂy. Please

ANSWET.

Best wishes to all your fami‘fy.’ Progress in your studies! Overcome

the difftculties and fly over the motherland!

Your foolish sister
April 14th morning
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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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1/4

4/4

The Clossing

Shuniang doesn't like to talk when
she's not necessary. Maybe it's
because I've grown bigger and
bigger and am not as cute and
funny as | was when | was a kid.
As a result, now she doesn't ask
me guestions Like whether I'm cold
or not, but sweeps me from time
to time to make sure I'm thirsty,
hungry, or bored. | ate the yellow
skinned fruit on the table and
watched my cousins’ children run
and play in circle after circle around
the ancestral home.

My younger cousins, wha were
carsick a decade ago, are now
growing taller and sitting a little
uncomfartably like me. | think this
may be getting worse, as none of us
have been back home in years. Each
time, my young nieces and nephews
have to get to know me all over
again.

It was New Year again, and the
ground in the village was littered
with fragments of exploded
firecrackers. The big red pieces of
paper rolled in the wind like flower
petals, so beautiful. Then on one
wet night, they caught the dew, and
the red deepened, then darkened,
turning the colour of the land.

As the pieces of paper melted, the
people who came back for New
Year's Eve also left the village. The
electric switch was also switched off
and the gates locked at our ancestral
home, there was no more farmland
to look after, no more firewood to
burn, no more.

The First
Departure

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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The First
Departure
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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
iIndividuality while collectively forming a

narrative about migration, generations, and
home?
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Due to poor color reproduction in
print, | decided to remove the design
that used color to distinguish the
two sides.

4/4

The Opening

The bus made a U-turn in front of
the township hall, and that's it, it
arrived. | jumped off the bus with
my school bag on my back and
got smoked by the exhaust fumes.
The other passengers disappeared

purposefully to various intersections,

while | held my little brother’s hand
and waited in confusion for adult
instructions. The town centre was
bustling, perhape today was market
day. My aunt led us across the road
to a ncodles shop. | fainted with
hunger and almost buried my face
in the bawl. My little brether still
feeling carsick, looked pale and
rested his tiny body aunt’s shoulder.
The townspeople all knew each
other and greeted loudly in the
Zhuang language. Our bewildered
expressions, as if listening to an
incomprehensible script, seemed to
stir their affection. Warm, kind ayes
lingered on us.

4/4

The Opening

The bus made a U-turn in front of
the township hall, and that's it, it
arrived. | jumped off the bus with
my school bag on my back and

got smoked by the exhaust fumes.
The ather pass

purposefully to various intersections,
while | held my little brother's hand
and waited in confusion for adult
instructions. The town centre wa
bustling, perhaps today was ma
day. My aunt led us across the road
to a noadles shop. | fainted with
hunger and almost buried my face
in

fealing carsick, looked

rested his tiny body a il
The townspeople all knew each
other and greeted loudly in the

Letters Sent

In 20125, | found a bunch of letters
and a box of photos in my father's
old belongings through my aunt and
cousin.......

Left

Right
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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.

Temporary
Home

The third time | returned. | carried a
whale haliday's worth of homework
on my back, riding the bus across
miountain after mountain to armve
at Huaqun Town. | stayed at a rice
noodle shop owned by a couple who
wrare old friends of my father. The
shop was spacicus, but the private
quarters upstairs were cramped. At
night, | squeezed onto a single bed
with their daughter, sharing a wired
earphone, listening to pop songs

playing on a loop from an MP3 player,

For girls our age, as long as we could
stay up chatting in the dark, anything
could be endlessly fun.

At night, we whispered under thick
cotton quilts: by day, we slept until
noon. woke to a bowl of rice noodles,
and then wandered the streets.
‘Walking west from where the buses

stopped, the road gradually narmowed,

passing rows of shops: long stretches
of furniture and renovation stores, a
Westem-style bakery with a green
sign. small pharmacies. clothing
stores. stationery shops... until more
and more food stalls appeared,

signaling that we had reached the
wicinity of the township's alemantary
school. The sunlight was dry and
gentle, the concrete road giving

way to cobblestones. Occasionally.
children in sandals played neisily at
the street corners. and old men led
yellow oxen slowly down the road,

The elementary school during winter
break was a guiet, yellowed building,
Across a black iron fence, we looked
in at the small courtyard and a few
bare trees, chatting about classes,
teachers, and haliday homework. As
the New Year approached, no more
children would appear hiere; everyone
had returned to their village homes.

We too went home, while the setting
sun still lingered, and the courtyard
achoed with the sounds of roosters
and barking dogs.

Fang

Fang and Cheng were a pair of
sibilings five years apart. They were
born into a relatively well-off farming
family in the village, Their parents
were farmers; their grandfather worked
for a local government office and had
clegant handwriting. Fang was the eldest
grandchild, and from the moment she
wars baorn, her gran

inther doted o her,
often bringing her new clothes and reats
after work.

Yet he was also strict, especially
about her studies and behavior, Thus,
though narurally mischicvous and Hvely,
Fang learncd carly on o be obedicnt and
even helped the elders with chores, When
Cheng was horn, Fang alrcady had a
strong sense of vesponsibility and served
s it role model, diligenty studying while
taking good care of her little brother.

Soom, the siblings grew into teenagers,
and their home's walls were covered in
their red award certificates. Fang had
lefi the village w atend high school in
the county, while Cheng went to middle
school in town and could sell come home
for meals, though he needed CGrandpa o
fierry him by bicyele, Grandpa still treated
them like linde kids, even though their
ruarmes were mow plstensd with posters of
oy staars ol their desks piled with lyrics
books,

When Fang got her first perm,
Grandpa scobded her harshly; she cried

and ran 1o the storage room on the
rooftop, hiding behind the rce mill to
listen 1o melancholy songs on repear.
She was so angry she refised 1o speak 1o
him for two days. But when it came time
For her o remirn 1o schoal, Grandpa stll
stulibornly packed her o g full of food
ancd, as always, stood at the doovrway

watching her leave until she disappeared.

Fang studied hard but still didn’e
manage to get into university. She spent
a long night wlking with Grandpa and
finally decided o leave the provinee and
ury her luck in Guangdong

eft
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After a series of adjustments, |
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.

Left

Right

Right

Right

Lett
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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.

Left

sShe ran along the riverbank, summer wind
pressing against her full cheekbones like a veil of
green mesh, her pores brushing against the fibers,
She ran past a fishing rock, a taking-off songbird,
a docked bamboo raft, a patch of slippery
pebbles; she picked up a pebble and threw it into
the deep green river, She went to school, then
comes home to labour, day afier day. Her carle
tethered in a shed, the tail swishing against the
stone wall,

Right]

The bus made a U-turn in front of
the township hall—that was it, we
lhad arrived. | jumped off with my
ischool bag and was hit by a cloud
lof exhaust. The other passengers
disappeared into different streets,
il held my mother's hand, waiting
for her to lead the road. The

ftown center was crowded, it was
Imarket day.

noodles, listening to the sounds

iaround. The sky was clear,
isunlight stretched across the

|| lowered my head, eating my
|

1/4

apart. They were born into a relatvely well-oflf
farming Family in the village, Their parents were
farmers; their grandfather worked for a local
office and had elegant handwriting. Fang was
the eldest grandchild, from the moment she was
born, her grandfather doted on her. He often
bringing her new clothes and weats afier work.
He was also strict, especially about her studies
and behavior. Though naturally mischievous and
lively, Fang learned early on to be obedient and

was born, Fang already had a strong sense of
responsibility. She wok good care of her linde
brother.

Soon, the siblings grew into teenagers, their
wime’s walls were covered in their red award
certificates. Fang had left the village to attend
high school in the county, while Cheng went to

Imin:lrllrr school in town and could still come home
for meals, though he needed Grandpa 1o ferry
him by bicycle. Grandpa sill reated them like
ids, even though their rooms were now plastered
with posters of pop stars and their desks piled
with Iyrics books,

When Fang got her lirst perm, Grandpa
kcolded her harshly: she cried and ran to the
storage room on the roofiop, hiding behind

the rice mill to listen to melancholy songs on
repeat, She was so angry she refused 1o speak

to him for two days. But when it came dme for
her to return to school, Grandpa still stubbornly
packed her a bag full of food and, as always,
stood at the doorway watching her leave until she
disappcared.

Fang studied hard but sill didn’t manage 10
get into university, She spent a long night talking
with Grandpa and finally decided to leave the
province and wy her luck in Guangdong.

20

Fang and Cheng were a pair of siblings live years:

keven helped the elders with chores. When Cheng

1/4

| stood with you on this dam
built in 1971, the pouring of the
waterfall encroaching on our five
senses; when you spoke, your
voice was 5o raucous and silent,
like the sound of a cricket | heard
when | pul my ear to the box;
you parked your motorbike on a
platform made of concrete, those
wet concrete freshly set in the
early summer, with fool prints of
people and dogs appearing on

it; you walked to the centre of
the dam, the river called Kama
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At the beginning of the story, |
revised the numerical titles to
include the time periods of the two
generations, as well as the locations
and routes of their movements.

3/4

The Opening

The bus made a U-turn in front of
the township hall, and that's it, it
arrived. | jumped off the bus with
my school bag on my back and

got smoked by the exhaust fumes.
The other passengers disappeared
purpasefully to vanous ntersecbions,
while | held my little brother’s hand
and waited in confusion for adult
instructions, The town centre was
bustling, perhaps today was market
day. My aunt led us across the road
1o a noodles shop. | fainted with
hunger and almost buried my face
in the bowl. My little brother still
feeling carsick. looked pale and
rested his tiny body aunt’s shoulder.
The townspeople all knew each
other and greeted loudly in the
Zhuang language. Our bewilderad
expressions, as if listening to an
incomprehensible script. seemed to
stir their affection, Warm, kind oyes
lingered anus

® mm | =
Huaiqun
—

Luocheng County

1991

3/4

Luocheng County

-—

Huaigun

2010

The flowing scenery autside

the bus window made me yawn
uncontrollably. My eyes, barely
awakened from a nap, were already
growing drowsy again, | sat up
straight, trying to stay alert.

Fhe vehicle taking us from Luocheng
County to Huaqun Town was an
old-fashioned bus with pull-down
windows and a faint smell of gasoline,
| clutched the thin paper ticket in my
hand, resting my head against the
constantly vibrating glass, passively
watching the town recede into the
distance. The scenes along the

The Second Departure

The Third Return

— —
a
g
Huaiqun Luocheng County
— "

Luocheng County

1991

In March 1991, light snow fell in Beijing, and

ar the same time, a spring drought came 1o
Guangxi. She sniflled and stlled the newspaper
imo the bag, The Monument to the People's
Heroes was was going 1o be refurbished, a

large enterprise in Tianjin had inroduced new
technology, and & woman from Wenzhou had
made the front page—she helped her official
husband maintain an honest household and was
praised as a model “upright wife.”

She stared at the woman's name, Zhan Dewei,
ame from a novel, Her name
w conmumicn girl's mame in the
village, She returned home, with a pile of found
newspapers; the windless air was dry and cold,
as if’ the sun had condensed it, She sat by the fire
and imagined the cloudy, snowy day in Bajng

Fiananmen must be beautiful in the ght snow,
and the solitary monumentt, the desolate moat
of the Forbidden City (her grandfather had so
longed for Beijing thar these brightly coloured
pictorials had been imprinted on her brain). She
tore ofl a newspaper and threw it intoe the stove,
many distant names disappearing in the flames;
Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Wenzhou, Sweden,

[0

Huaigun

2010

The bus has been travelling for
half an hour, my eyes awaken
from sleep, so | sit my body

up straight; the light switches
between tunnels and fields.

| pull down the window of the old
bus and it smells like petrol; the
paper ticket prints Rocheng to
Huaigun on top, so | lean my head
against the constantly vibrating
glass, let the buildings move
away. The small shops on either
side of the road became factories,
and then flood control dams; a
thinly frozen river passed under
the bridge, all the passengers on
the bus fell asleep. | didn't.

| was happy to feel my body
detach. Cities grow in anthills;

33




Rather than using vague numerical labels like 1/4 or 4/4 to indicate parallel station
points, | 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. |ts 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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| became more acutely aware of how
form shapes meaning in writing.

To distinguish the two voices from
within the text itself, | 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.

1/4

Fang and Cheng were a pair of siblings five years
apart. They were born into a relatively well-off
farming family in the village. Their parents were
farmers; their grandfather worked for a local
office and had elegant handwriting, Fang was

the eldest grandchild, from the moment she was
born, her grandfather doted on her. He often
bringing her new clothes and treats after work.

He was also strict, especially about her studies
and behavior. Though naturally mischievous and
lively, Fang learned early on to be obedient and
even helped the elders with chores. When Cheng
was born, Fang already had a strong sense of
responsibility. She took good care of her little
brother.

Soon, the siblings grew into teenagers, their
home’s walls were covered in their red award
certificates. Fang had left the village to attend
high school in the county, while Cheng went to
middle school in town and could still come home

for meals thonoh he needed Grandna to ferrv

1/4

| stood with you on this dam
built in 1971, the pouring of the
waterfall encroaching on our five
senses; when you spoke, your
voIice was SO raucous and silent,
like the sound of a cricket | heard
when | put my ear to the box;
you parked your motorbike on a
platform made of concrete, those
wet concrete freshly set in the
early summer, with foot prints of
people and dogs appearing on

It; you walked to the centre of
the dam, the river called Kama

21
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| reorganized the “puzzle pieces” that
could be meaningfully assembled i , @ e & Tianmen
g y | é E \\ ‘ S Mountain

from the four booklets. These .

=

iInclude: letters and stamps, railway

maps, a coming-of-age process i P

staged against a railway backdrop, - ﬂ_m&%}%@zﬁw
and diagrams illustrating the = & . -

temporal-spatial connections and
emotional parallels between the
letters.

| et
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For the cover design, | 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, | added an outer wrapper
that includes an introductory cover for the set of four booklets.

The Departure of
Them
tells the stories of a generation From (Guangxi

traces the homeward journey of a millennial

The four booklets move like a train
along its tracks: they departed from
< E e villages to cities, from childhood to
adulthood. Or, in ancther direction,
LT o - we return from the city to our
S— A multiple homes, from adulthood
. e e ?:*' into childhood memories. The voices
= LB of two generations run in parallel
2 R 4 . along the facing pages—distinct, yet
-} CONVECS.

A o interwoven in ation, a cycle
e of life.

Fragmented images and text
gradually gather into a whole.
Growth, confusion, every friend lost
after parting, the purity of hopes,
the blessings at farewell... stories
glisten like dewdrops on a spider’s
web, quivering gently through their
connections. A single page in one
2., baoklet may be the continuation of

o e | s a page in another. The four booklets
are also a puzzle. Align the edges
softly. Then, the moving landscape
will begin to unfold,

The Departure of
Ther i ihe sorics of a generation

Trom Guaugnd Who set ootveards dusing
China's Reform and Opening Up;

hemeward journey of a millennial

eeeeeee

The four booklets move like a train
along its tracks; they departed from
villages to cities, fram childhood to
adulthood. Or, in ancther direction,
we return fram the city to our
multiple homes, from adulthood into
childhood memories. The voices of
two generations run in parallel
along the facing pages—distinct, yet
interwaowven in conversation, a cycle
of life.

Fragmented images and text
gradually gather into a whole.
Growth, confusion, every friend lost
after parting, the purity of hopes, the
blessings at farewell.., stories
glisten like dewdrops on a spider's
web, quivering gently through their
connections. A single page in one
booklet may be the continuation of a
paqge in another. The four booklets
are also a puzzie. Align the edges
softly. Then, the moving landscape
will begin to unfald.

— = — —
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to make spoons out of leaves
under the tree in the nursery; the
leaves of the banyan tree were
too small and brittle, you tore the
leaves along the vein lines, folded
them together and pretended to
pass them to your mouth.

On the third day, | stole my
grandfather's cigarette box

and used it after dinner to hold
fireflies. | placed one into your
sweaty palm; its glow lit up your
eyebrows.

On the fourth day, | dreamed the
long canal below the cliff split
into many streams. One becoming
a meandering brook on the
slopes, one an inclined waterfall
in a rainstorm, one a moist web
between roots and soil, and one
a river. calmly carrying my boat.

| drifted among the paddies,
floating until the leaves of the
magnolia tree fell. Summer W

by so fast.
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Beyond the visual connections
revealed through puzzle-like
alignment, additional layers of
meaning are subtly suggested
across the spreads.
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I rumn out to the terrace, fac ing the n ntains:
walk along the fence and find a straw hat: | put
the hat on so the sun doesn't burn my eyes: |
poke my head out of the heights succulent
dropped last year has sprouted on the window
sill | hear one person in the mountains call out
the name of anather, the other doesn't r :ply. |
fall, pink indentations appear on my palms like a
patch of craters, The ground that made me ache
showed white chalk lines, that's the mark you

t when you played marbles with me so long

o I nnd my marbles in the corner, yours are

gane, Your face flickers in photos from L ng ago,
I can never find

Your chalk lines look like slug’s trail, like cracks
n sunbaked asphalt, like blue ri

administrative map. So your rive ]
tiny folds, coming from one end of the re angle
to the other, At that end, the shadows of you
ant me at age five ripple through the toer
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shirt became a jumper, her hands
carried my backpack, now with
an extra spoon. You stayed where
you were, on the spinning disc
that had stopped. You lay on your
face upon the yellow railing, you
asked me, are you going home?
Yes, yes, I'm going home, | have
many homes, one right here, in
the mountains, one in the county,
one with lots of pomegranate
trees, and one in the city, by the
sea. Ah, by the sea, you re-spin
the spinning disc, said, will you
come back?

VNILO B 1 8

i e e W N

In the kitchen of Lu's house, the two of them
were roasting on the stovetop, watching the water
spilling down from the sky and the smell of dry
wood in the house becoming more pronounced.
While stoking the fire, Lu took out 2 volume of
texthooks and threw them into the stove, startling
Ali, who whao toek her studies very seriously.

i watched in horror as the paper covered in
cautiful handwriting curled into ashes in the
flames. The rolling heat hit her face, stung her,
and quickly dissipated again.

Lu stared at her, thinking she was making a
fuss, but smiled awkwardly Ali later realised that
ar that time, Lu no longer wanted to continue her
studics. For the sake of her family, she decided 1o

give up school to work. Such decisions are abways
macde lightly and heavily,

The next day it stopped vaning and the sun
hung high over the mountains, Lo ook Al out
to play. In the field, she skilfully built a kiln in the
shape of a pointed hat with mid blocks, then put
the sweet potatoes they just dug into it to roast.

The fire burned brightly. In the evening Al
diddn't come home for dinner. During the 1988
holidays, they climbed up the loquat tree every
day to pick the fruit, and when the holidays were
over, Lu left.
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On the first day, | saw you in a
vivid dream. That evening, my
granny was peeling a snow pear
on the balcony. The pear skin
dropped onto the clean, cool

tile floor, making me to notice a
mosquito hibernating off to the
side. Night fell, the mosquito
turned into you, dancing nimbly in
an orange stage. You startled me,
but | didn’t tell you.

The next day, you taught me how

2/4

No, | don't know anything. When
the goats trespassed, | didn't
know where to lead them; when
setting the feast for our ancestors,
I didn’t know how much realgar
wine to pour; on New Year's Day,
in the middle of the crowd, you
and | pounded glutinous rice cakes
face to face, and | didn't know
how to match your rhythm. | didn’t
know what you would think of me,
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Yes, it seems so. Because you
owned a motorbike, it was black
and red, and you used it to drive
me around town to buy sticky rice
for making rice cakes. and through
the village to see the rapeseed
fields; you gave me strange
snacks, you took me to the quarry
that roared day and night. These
novelties made me forget about
my friends in the city, made the
summer homework and exam
anxieties stay in the suitcase. |
began to yearn for your life, but
you wanted to see the sea. You
wanted to see the sea level at
sunset, you wanted to see the
office buildings lit up all night.
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Notes

*Translation from Chinese provided with the assistance of
OpenAl’s ChatGPT.
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