SWISS WATER CHINESE INK
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BACKGROUND

At the XVIII World Water Congress,
for the first time held in China, a great
number of national representatives and
experts, scholars in the water sector
gathered in Beijing on the 11th-15th of
September, sharing their experiences
and techniques for solving local water
challenges. The theme of the congress,
“Water for All: Harmony between Humans
and Nature,” reflects the core values of
the ancient philosophy in China and the
indigenous relationship of civilisation
with nature. The congress provides
a great platform for wisdom-sharing
on water governance, effective water
resource utilisation and protection. The
“Beijing Declaration” was passed by the
Congress to encourage collaboratively
working to achieve the UN 2030 Agenda.

EXHIBITION

In parallel to extensive discussions
and exchanges on economic, productive,
and ecological challenges and solutions
about water resources, there is also a
sizable exhibition taking place at the
basement level where a wide-ranging of
cultural and technological achievements
from governmental organisations
and private sectors being exposed.
The “Swiss Water, Chinese Ink” art
exhibition was a unique representation
of water through artistic language
among the exhibitors, brining a touch
of softness and sensuality to the
industrial surroundings. The simplicityof
the exhibition attracted hundreds of
attendees by day to read and absorb the
stories and energies from the artwork.
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The 9-m long exhibition wall where one side exhibits a
series of paintings created Switzerland
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The live-painting creation process, improvised during the 4-day congress exhibition
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Although having experienced
major obstacles due to exhibition space
and customs clearance of the body of
work that was originally intended for
exhibition, the final outcome of the
project was another form of perfection
beyond any foreseen planning or
imagination. Golden flower petals are
spread across the floor to create an
ambience of peace and divinity — this
is the artist’s way highlighting the
sacredness through the water element.
One side of the wall displays a series of
paintingscreatedin Geneva, Switzerland.
On the opposite side of the wall, the
artist Charlotte Qin improvised an ink
painting on 3 x 9.7 m fabric-covered
exhibition panels. The live-painting was
a piece of ongoing creation throughout
the four-day exhibition. It had became
one of the highlights at the congress,
where people stopped and shared their
stories about water, their interpretation
of the painting, and the emotions they
experienced through the painting. The
painting is an emotional birth of the
congress, another form of memory to
the attendees.
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IMPACT

This chapter explores the impact
of the exhibition as part of the “One
Million Youth Action (TIMYAC)” initiave of
SDC and how its unique appearance at
the predominantly scientific, solution-
oriented World Water Congress had
shaped the experiences of the attendees
at an individual and interpersonal
level. Although the impact cannot be
numerically measured, we cannot deny
the fact that our traditional scientific
method will not provide a full picture
of the reality. At this congress where
the original plans had been twisted and
altered, we learned from the rivers to
surrender to the process and adapt to
changes because we are waters — water
always gets to where it needs to go.

Prior to the congress, we had
identified two characteristics of the
cultural background of China, which

made the congress a perfect entry point
of local impact for the TMYAC initiative.
The first being the division between art
and science which occurs early in the
education system. Despite the economic
successes China has achieved in the last
decades, China has yet to realise the
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Exhibition tour and art talk with the General Director
Jin Hai (third from the right) of the International
Cooperation, Science and Technology Department,
Ministry of Water Resources, P.R. China
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impact of creative fields such as art and
design at an institutional level. Moreover,
we also recognise that the international
conference is an opportunity with space
for innovation where cultures merge
and differences diffuse, new ideas
and perceptions can emerge out of
homogeneity.

Water: animism as a tool of sensiblisation

In Switzerland, Charlotte had been
working with the Rhone River, as well as
other accessible local elements to create
emotional experiences for people to
connect with various water bodies such
as glaciers, oceans, and rivers. Even in an
enviroment absent from natural water,
Charlotte uses Chinese ink to draw people
closer to experience the water element.

The golden colour in Charlotte’s
artworks represents the “spirit”, through
which she intends to express that water is
living; river is a macro-organnism whereas
we humans, animals, and plants reside
within as smaller life units. This idea goes
hand-in-hand with the congress sessions
on indigenous water management while
the exhibition space provides a safe space
for many to reflect on the emotions and
spiritualities related to water.
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Theme painting of the
exhibition “Forbidden
City” created in
Geneva, Switzerland
(created in 2023,
Chinese ink and acrylic
on canvas)
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Improvised ink painting “Yan Huang” created during the World Water Congress (3 x 10 m)
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Ink: a cultural collision

The Chinese character, to govern, “i8
(zhi)”, is composed of water on its left side,
and a stage “& (tai)”, on its right side. The
role of the government is inherently to work
with water: managing the rivers to prevent the
impact of floods and droughts, utilising and
preserving water resources for agricultural
irrigation, economic activities of the civilisation.
The other story that signifies a origin of water
heritage in Chinese history is China’s most
symbolic creature, the dragon, embodying the
super natural forces of water bodies such as
the seas, and the clouds, where the dragon
kings reside. The shape of the dragon mimics
the meandering river where the collage of boy
parts of the different livelihood whose lives all
depend on the river, a splendid imagination of
the ancient civilisation.

The 10-m long painting was named
after “Yan Huang” the two ancesters of the
Chinese civilisation, Flame Emperor (Yandi) and
Yellow Emperor (Huangdi). Although created
improvisationally, the ink painting unconsciously
captured the origin of Chang Jiang and Huang
He, the two mother rivers of the Chinese
civilisation which share the same origin in the
Qinghai-Tibetan plateau. The Chinese people
call themselves the decedents of “Yan Huang”
or the Dragon (the rivers) - illustrating a
harmonious image of the civilisation embeded
in its live-giving source of water.
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