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Originally
Gaëtan Chevrier, 15 March 2020

Hong Kong’s unique geographic characteristics make this city a place where the manmade and the natural densely 

coexist. During several walks across the urban landscape, French photographer Gaëtan Chevrier records this intricate 

relationship, normally overshadowed by the bustling life of this financial capital. The photographs and reflections that 

follow further expand upon ‘Originally’, a project undertaken by Chevrier between 2013 and 2018.
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Originally. This is the title I chose following my numerous, daily walking sessions throughout the territory of Hong 

Kong. The physical experience of walking allows you to approach a different way of thinking. A way that, perhaps, 

has more to do with the senses than with the mind. It was through walking that I came to realise the omnipresence of 

nature within and despite the constructed environment. The title of the series, therefore, is a way to reconsider the 

status of the natural – a presence which preceded the first human colonisations. This approach tends toward a more 

universal vision by keeping the simplistic reading of the city at a distance.

My experience of Hong Kong was very peculiar, especially during the first few months. Faced with a new territory, 

you have to relearn (or rather, un-learn) your culture, reassess your codes and habits, learn a new way of organising 

your excursions. In Europe, we have a horizontal reading of the city. For example, it is unthinkable to find a shop 

on the 6th floor, with a sports complex 4 floors higher, and finally, at the top, a roof top bar. With the world’s largest 

number of skyscrapers – 317 towers taller than 150m – and the third-largest number of high-rise buildings in the 

world, the space of Hong Kong unfolds vertically and densely, rather than horizontally and sparsely. Daily life itself 

progresses upwards. It is therefore necessary to let yourself be open to new understandings of the urban game that is 

taking shape around you – to surrender to a change of perspective, both spatially and mentally.
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Constrained by its geography, the city of Hong Kong is condensed to the extreme. Like an organism in search of 

light and oxygen, everything is in perpetual motion. There is no room for silence. Human activity is so continuous 

that, at times, day merges into night. Yet, my images do not show this. Perhaps unconsciously, I was searching for a 

way to stop the flow, to slow things down. Furthermore, due to my camera (a 4x5-inch folding) which utilises a slow 

shutter speed, there was often an interval  between what was around me and the positioning I had decided to take. 

The camera acted as a bridge between two temporal axes, so that, by stepping back, I was able to find my own rhythm, 

rather than getting caught up in that of the city.

So, I could see it. In Hong Kong, the relationship between the human and the natural is tenuous. Of course, at first, 

they seem to be in conflict. An aggressive urban ‘will’, seizes you. Plant life, in and around the city, can only exercise 

a pressure, with the surrounding hills looming high over the tallest skyscrapers. In the depth of city, roots and moss 

cling to the sides of architecture, creeping into crevices. Yet what results is not conflict, but rather an entanglement. 

When you leave the hyper centre, moving towards the peripheral areas, the fluidity is revealed more clearly. Nature 

seems to maintain a homeostasis that tends towards coexistence, in which everyone and everything finds their place.
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Perhaps because of this, I never took sides with one or the other. The reality is more complex than it seems. Since 

demographic, economic and political issues are part of the city’s development, I placed myself at a distance to allow 

the spectator to have their own free interpretation. I would like my images to bear witness to this biological and 

inorganic concurrence; the ambivalence of the natural/constructed. So, I let Hong Kong impress its complex biology 

onto film, without intervening. When the first British colonialists arrived in Hong Kong, they described its coasts as 

a bare rock with steep slopes.
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Today, I would not focus on the extreme opposite, claiming that the territory now bears the indelible scars of human 

activity, despite how it may appear at first glance. Rather, nature seems to continuously reclaim its territory, resulting 

in a counterforce that defies verticality, silently perpetuating the pulse of the land’s origins.
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About the author

Gaëtan Chevrier is a trained designer and self-taught photographer. He perfected his practice through workshops in 

Paris and Arles and since 2006, he has been working as an independent photographer. His artistic work focuses on the 

representation of the landscape and how this is transformed by the human hand. In parallel, he undertakes commissions 

for architects and urbanists, always maintaining a sensitive and human approach towards built and developing spaces. 

In 2019, he co-founded with Jérôme Blin the photography publishing house ‘Sur La Crête’. He lives in Nantes, and works 

in France and abroad.

www.gaetanchevrier.com 

instagram @gaetanchevrier


