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At the very outset of coming up with our concept and topic, we knew we wanted to 

something that was within Asian tradition. We looked at the culture of geishas, Japanese artisan 

crafts, but due to the lack of search results in these areas, we decided to narrow our topic to the 

physical space of Chinatown. We chose to hone in on this particular space and subject because of 

the rather large Chinese population in New York, as well as the deeply rooted and established 

presence of Chinatown. After some more digging, we narrowed our options down to the 

underground tunnels at Doyers Street, which was repurposed after decades of mob wars between 

Chinese rival gangs in the early 1900s, and immigrant stories of older generations. In light of the 

election, we chose the latter based on relevance, the possibility of coming across deeply personal 

as well as collective histories, and how this topic in particular had a more emotional and mental 

side to it- almost like a little gem in the sand, waiting to be unearthed.  

 We decided to approach the interviews without looking for specific contacts online, or 

other connections. Whether we wanted to or not, we were flying in blind, and that in itself was a 

blessing and a curse. We chose Columbus Park as a sort of rendezvous point, a starting location 

where the old folks would come on the weekends and do tai chi and play chess. It was a brisk, 

toe-numbing morning the day we met at the park, and as we arrived, chess games were in 

process, congregations of old ladies were snacking on buns, and a few people were shuffling 

around the sports ground, warming up for their tai chi session. We were quite apprehensive 

throughout the interviewing process, but once we got used to the rejection, that made it 



considerably easier asking for more interviews. We spent most of the morning following 

characters around, making visual judgments based on how friendly someone appeared to decide 

whether we wanted to ask them for an interview or not. We noticed that when people didn’t want 

to agree to interviews, they claimed that they couldn’t speak English, Chinese, or Cantonese, 

which we found rather odd, because those were the languages they communicated to us in. We 

did, however, find three willing participants, one of which was a lady who was doing tai chi with 

her friend, another was a slightly younger man who was lingering about the fringes of that 

conversation, and another man who was reading his newspaper in the shade. Out of the three 

interviews, the first lady we encountered gave us the most intriguing account regarding her 

immigration experience. In addition to that, she graced us with an abundance of wise life advice, 

of which worked in conjunction with her own story and her recent experiences. She had 

immigrated when she was in her teenage years, despite being well liked and popular back in her 

hometown in Guangzhou, China. However, due to the Cultural Revolution and the implications 

and restrictions that were birthed from that movement, she realized that her freedoms were 

limited back home. She came to the United States after her father and her grandfather had moved 

here, both working menial jobs in Chinatown. She recalled having to rely on her own hard work, 

initiative, and determination to find her own success. Above all, she continually emphasized the 

importance of balance in her own life, in the areas of wealth, family, and work. She deeply 

regretted working slavishly upon her arrival in New York- she worked day and night to cash in 

checks, yet she would not spend a penny of it, not even for a cup of tea because she was so dead-

set on achieving wealth and status. She claimed that this hard work made it difficult to assimilate 

because she was so focused on her own development that much of everything else paled in 

comparison. Mid-way through our conversation, she unzipped her parka to reveal the red jacket 



she was wearing underneath, explaining that the red jacket reminded her of home. She mentioned 

that her mother often had her wear red as a child because red was also a color of auspiciousness 

and vitality. Our last interviewee was a man in his late fifties or early sixties who had immigrated 

in the early 80s upon his father’s wishes to experience America. He had served in the military, 

and had run his stint as a high school teacher and was beginning to contemplate retirement. As he 

was the only subject who understood English, we were able to ask him a wider range of 

questions, of which included the election. His response was quite blunt, and he observed that the 

residents of Chinatown, especially those in their old age, didn’t care much for election results, 

despite the possible implications that would have on their wellbeing. Nonchalantly, he added that 

the elderly residents, and even some of the younger ones didn’t care to know about who was 

running for the presidency, much less care for their policies. Pertaining his own life, he 

mentioned that he would come occasionally to Columbus Park to watch and teach tai chi because 

of the benefits he had reaped from the art and sport- he had learned discipline, self-control, and 

found a sense of balance from practicing it. He gestured to a handful of Americans just a few feet 

away from us, shaking his head in mock disdain, and complained how their practice had 

“watered down” the original art form, and dismissed their practice as one that appropriated tai 

chi as a dance, rather than a meditative practice that had been passed down for centuries.  

 For the conceptualization of our project, we came up with a list of themes that we agreed 

were common threads throughout all three or at least two of the interviews. The themes of 

balance, discipline, and the desire for prosperity and opportunity were the most prominent. The 

yin and yang symbol with the two koi encircling each other kept returning throughout our 

brainstorming process, and we did some further digging into the symbol of the koi fish. Koi fish 

are a symbol of ambition, persistence, and prosperity, amongst other virtues. This symbol, we 



thought, served as an apt representation of our first interviewee’s words, and we quickly adopted 

the koi fish as a mascot of sorts for our project. We also considered the using the symbol of 

lanterns, which in Chinese culture, represents hope, prosperity, and good fortune. Another idea 

we toyed around with was our interviewees’ transition from China or Hong Kong to New York. 

The juxtaposition between pre-21st century Hong Kong/China and current day New York is a 

fairly stark one, though the same juxtaposition cannot apply to Hong Kong in the present day. 

We decided to represent this by creating a screen with a drawing of different layers of China 

displayed throughout- the rice fields and the fishing village at the bottom, the bustling, migraine-

inducing markets in the middle, and the picturesque, meditative pagodas and bonsai trees at the 

top. The juxtaposing component would be a video of daily life in New York City, with emphasis 

on the relentless noise and the city’s towering skyscrapers. The funny thing was, while we were 

putting both components together, I realized that there was a sort of unspoken intimacy that drew 

the two together. There was intimacy in the personal relationships that the interviewees had with 

their homeland, but there was also an ironic intimacy in the faceless skyscrapers we filmed, the 

afternoon rush in the subway, and especially in the shots where we filmed New Yorkers interact 

with the Subway Therapy wall in Union Square Station. While we were filming and setting up 

the shots, they seemed apathetic, removed, and overflowing with distractions. As I re-watched 

the clips, I noticed finer details- people walking by the post-it wall would pause and read a few, 

friends waited on friends at the station, and even a character in an Elmo suit waved in our 

direction as we were filming. After narrowing down our final ideas for the project, it was a 

matter of representing them in a coherent, ethical, and aesthetically pleasing manner. Inspired by 

the wooden string pull toys I’d play with as a kid, we decided to incorporate an interactive 

element by having the ceramic koi fish, attached by a length of twine, pull apart and reveal a 



cavity, which would hold a fig-sized red paper lantern within, to represent the lady’s anecdote 

about wearing red as a child. The fish, we decided, would be black and white with gold accents, 

to symbolize the interviewee’s initial desires for wealth and opportunity. We also included the 

compass motif in our screen piece, to represent the need for direction and discipline. The 

Chinese character for discipline represented north, laziness and regression was the character 

representing south, as home represented east, and wealth and opportunity represented the west.  

 When it comes down to it, I do feel like I chose a project that I did have a level of interest 

in. Though I could not directly relate to the interviewee’s stories of moving on their own to a 

foreign land and building themselves from the ground up, what I found was that as humans, we 

are all driven to survive, to live by our own creed and moral will. As such, the stories of 

immigrants are truly a story that binds all of humanity, because we all seek out homes, places to 

settle and belong. We are all, in some capacity or another, travelers in need of companions, and 

in need of a set of disciplines to guide our way through. We live in a sort of precarious balance, 

which we need to navigate and explore for ourselves, as reflected by our interviewee’s stories. It 

is our hope as a group, that our project was able to shed light on their collective and personal 

experiences in some way, and that we were able to accurately and faithfully tell their stories.  

 

 

 

	  

	  

	  

	  


