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Creating Images Worth More Than
a Thousand Words: Computational
Imaging for Cultural Heritage

[ By Aleksandra MINEEVA (PhD student, Department of Chinese and History)

Have you ever imagined what happens behind
the scenes of Hong Kong museums and galleries?
If not, then Dr. Marc Walton’s seminar “Creating
Images Worth More Than a Thousand Words: Com-
putational Imaging for Cultural Heritage” would
probably have blown your mind. The seminar in
June 2023 was part of the CityU College of Lib-
eral Arts and Social Sciences Advanced
Methods School and organized by
Prof. Astrid Harth of our Department
of Chinese and History.

During the seminar, Dr. Walton,
the head of conservation and research
of M+, introduced the work of his de-
partment and the challenges they face on a daily
basis. As it turns out, to display art today in muse-
ums and to preserve it for future generations, the

art world needs science and technology more than
ever: IT, Al, imaging techniques, you name it. Or to
put it in different terms, if you are an art lover and
have some training in the areas of science, technol-
ogy, engineering, or mathematics, and vice versa,
there is good news for you: the art world needs you.
The reasons are multiple as Dr. Walton made
amply clear during his seminar by discuss-
ing several examples, including from
the M+ collection. Here are a couple

cases in point.

Firstly, digital art is now devel-
oping at a fast pace that contemporary
art museums like M+ are hiring IT ex-

perts to keep up with their installation and
conservation. Electrical devices and computation-
al tools are getting outdated so fast that displaying




and maintaining digital art pieces has become a real
challenge. Batteries, spare parts, lights, for instance,
go out of production and require art conservators to
search for alternatives often dictated by the work
of art’s context of display in the museum. A telling
example here is the 2007 art piece “Old People’s

Home” by Sun Yuan and Peng Yu. This installation
consists of thirteen life-size male figures with hyper
realistic features of old age, which remind viewers
of the world’s political, spiritual, and military lead-
ers.

All thirteen figures are seated in electric wheel-
chairs and roll on a slow collision course around the
museum gallery reflecting the idea that international
conflicts are shaped by weak-minded world leaders.
The original engine batteries that operate the wheel-

chairs have become obsolete, which raises challeng-
ing questions about the installation’s current usage,
as well as future preservation. Would the replace-
ment of the batteries affect the physical integrity of
the piece? Would the decision not to replace the bat-
teries change the meaning of the piece originally in-

tended by its makers as it would make
the entire installation static instead of
mobile? In addition to outdated tech-
nological components, the current
development of Al, and its usage by
contemporary artists, creates a whole
different set of issues for art curators
and conservators today. This type of
art pieces involves unconventional
processes in terms of public participa-
tion in algorithm development, making
it difficult to deal with issues related
to the IP rights of the algorithms, as
much as to the original meaning and
form of such artworks. Again, dealing

adequately with these issues not only requires art
curators and conservators to rethink their tradition-
al practices but also to expand the museum profes-
sionals’ skills sets.

Secondly, technological progress enables the
implementation of technology for the art historical
study and conservation of the more traditional art
forms, such as, for example, old master paintings. In
the last decade, imaging and analytical techniques
have been established as key tools for the non-in-

vasive investigation of cultural masterpieces like
Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. Especially, X-ray
fluorescence (XRF) techniques showed an impres-
sive growth in this research area. These technologies
have opened new directions for research including
both historic and technical avenues, some of which

could potentially change long upheld tenets in the
history of fine arts. As Marc Walton demonstrated,
for instance, the discovery of underdrawn sketches
in an impressionist painting by Pierre-August Re-
noir with the aid of microscopic and infrared exam-
ination challenges the core principle of this modern
art movement: to capture realistic scenes and ob-
jects directly from life without any preparation in
terms of planning the painted composition.

Such recent discoveries show how valuable
these new technological tools are for art history. For
art conservation, on the other hand, these tools have
also become an indispensable asset. The main rea-
son, as indicated by Dr. Walton, is that these can pro-
vide detailed insights into artwork’s materials and
its maker’s techniques. A case in point is the “Civ-
ilization Pillar” by Sun Yuan and Peng Yu, which
is composed of a mix of different organic materials
including human fat as revealed by analytical tech-
niques. The identification of this artwork’s chemical
composition, in turn, enables art conservators at M+
to undertaken proper conservation measures.

In sum, the seminar of Marc Walton provided
a brief overview of current technological develop-
ments in the art world. Above all, he illustrated with
ample examples how it is currently reshaping the
traditional disciplines and institutes that make up
the art world, and how it requires an expansion of
the traditional skill sets of art professionals like art
curators, historians, and conservators.

The Department of Chinese and History aims
to prepare students for these new demands through
our cultural heritage programme mostly by inform-
ing them about the science behind these technolo-
gies, and their applicability in the fields of art his-
tory and cultural heritage. If the intersection of fine
arts, cultural heritage, conservation, science and
new technology excites you, please follow us for
future events about cultural heritage and learn more
from the best in our department!
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Call for Papers - Conference “Unfolding the Coromandel Screen:
Visual Mobility, Inscribed Objecthood, and Global Lives”

Event Dates

Abstract Submission Deadline: 20 January 2024
Conference: 22-23 November 2024
Site Visits: 24-25 November 2024

Conference: on-site at City University of Hong Kong and
via Zoom
Site Visits: a two-day traveling seminar, visiting lacquer

Coromandel Lacquer Screen (detail), Kangxi period (1661-1722), and conservation WOkahOpS and museum collections in
carved lacquer, six-fold, each panel H 258, W 52, T 3.5 cm. Col-
and around Guangzhou

lection of Art Museum, The Chinese University of Hong Kong,

Gift of Friends of the Art Museum, Accession number 2001.0660
Learn More
https://www.cah.cityu.edu.hk/events/

Coromandel-Screen-Conference_Call-for-papers_2024
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