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Mayling To and Susan
Pui San Lok

Paul O'Kane

'Deal' at Brixton's 198 Gallery was facilitated by
artist Godfried Donkor, who invited Mayling To
and Susan Pui San Lok — British-born artists with
parents from Hong Kong — to organise a show
beginning on the first anniversary of the transfer of
sovereignty from Britain to China.

Hong Kong is an exception to the postcolonial
rule, the reins to its future having been handed not
to its own proudly international people, but back to
what is by now another external power, a nation
whose handling of the 1989 pro-democracy student
protests in Tiananmen Square shocked the world.
China's official reassurances about the future are
cushioned in diplomatic phrases like 'one country,

two systems' and describe Hong Kong as a 'Special
Administrative Region', promising a 'high degree
of autonomy'; but history ensures that mistrust
remains. Furthermore, the handover sets up a 21st
Century challenge in which Communism and
Capitalism are juxtaposed in a new, uncertain
chemistry. Meanwhile artists Mayling To and
Susan Pui San Lok reflect this atmosphere of
apprehension in their search for appropriate
cultural, national and ethnic identities while
attempting to describe Hong Kong's own view of
its unique postcolonial condition.

On a low plinth in the window of the gallery,
Mayling To presented a hand-made 'Hong Kong
Phooey' doll lying outstretched, pinned from head
to foot with a spray of fearsome acupuncture
needles. This piece, entitled A Cute Puncture invited
a reading of the 1970s TV cartoon star as Hong
Kong itself. Here, he looked dead, or generally
anaesthetised by the ardent medicine, but whether
the therapy had been prescribed sadistically to
disable him or to provide a galvanising injection of
tradition, was unclear. Such ambivalence was a
theme of To's work which repeatedly played out
real-life culture wars beneath initially comic

Mayling To, Pandemonium, 1998, mixed media, installation, 198 Gallery, London
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Susan Pui San Lok, Witness (detail), 1998, installation, 198 Gallery London

appearances.
In Pandemonium, rain-grey suburban driveway

bricks formed a low plinth through which
imitation moss and weeds grew as if refusing
repression by the ordering weight of the modern
world. This heavy base provided a stomping
ground for a hand-modelled, snarling panda
dressed, posed and ready for martial arts action.
The panda character, who possibly represented
China as an aggressive combatant, also appeared
as a rabid Sensei proclaiming 'Learn How to Be A
Hard Mutha' on posters recruiting for an
imaginary dojo. These posters caused angry protest
and stirred a dispute over cultural territory when
To pasted them over a mural on the gallery's
external wall.

Death of Hong Kong, a tableau designed to bring
out the detective in the audience, drew
comparisons between 150 years of Anglo-Chinese
'deals' and sleazy private transactions involving
violence and betrayal. A 1970s domestic interior,
scaled down to Phooey-size (about two feet tall),
was arranged as the scene of a crime in which a
Phooey doll lay prone on a gaudy carpet with
hands tied behind his back and eyes rolled
upwards facing a cut-glass decanter and a spilled

drink. A case full of 'heaven bank notes' — the kind
traditionally bumed at Chinese funerals — lay
wide open and souvenir snaps of a special day
were scattered on the shag-pile rug. Meanwhile,
two clues: a black and white portable TV
transmitting meaningless grey flecks and white-
noise, and the wasteful glow of a small table lamp,
conspired to suggest that this could be the early
hours of the morning, perhaps the morning of the
handover on July 1st 1997.

Susan Pui San Lok followed the angular
architecture of the gallery's back room to create an
installation called Witness, in which hundreds of till
receipt rolls hung from ceiling to floor forming a
dense paper forest. The simple, throwaway
material, once treated as something precious,
provided a spectacular trigger for memories of
archetypal narratives involving journeys,
woodlands and the passing day. Visitors, though
tempted to push the paper aside and enter directly
into its dense, light-dappled interior, tempered the
impulse and followed a path around the perimeter
of the room before gaining access to the centre.
Here, having solved the simple maze, they were
rewarded with the spectacle of the sun's rays being
sucked down the lengths of paper throuph a
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skylight, a phenomenon which, by directing
attention to the cosmic journey overhead, referred
to Hong Kong's East/West schism. However, any
desire to linger here relishing a cloistered, contem-
plative moment, was continuously subverted by
speakers emitting an amplified mix of harsh street
noise and soft whispers. This soundtrack, which
Lok recorded on her return to Hong Kong during
handover, served to balance the work's beguiling
form with elements of realism.

Finally, a laser-copy of a photographed walking
stick collaged to the gallery wall acted as a tribute
to the artist's grandmother who, during Lok's
Hong Kong visit, provided a haven of intimate
knowledge amidst a blizzard of handover hype by
sharing some of her lifetime's stories. The image of
the walking stick, which initially seemed
extraneous to the central piece, contributed a sense
of veneration and operated as an uncanny,
ancestral presence endorsing the comprehensively
transformed space like a signature.

'Deal' pointed out that a territory's true owners
are those who regard it with affection and who
depend on it to support their livelihood or sanction
their identity, but the territory of Hong Kong is set
to continue being used profitably by distant
powers without prioritising its people's wishes. Its
aspiring skyline describes how, during the 150
years since secession to the British, it has become a
very different place to most of China; and a statistic
revealing an average life expectancy 10 years
longer than China's is equally telling.

Hong Kong has inadvertently evolved into a
territory unto itself deserving self-determination
and the right to choose its future yet its people are
forced to 'wait and see' how another external
power will utilise it. Perhaps the 'deal'is that Hong
Kong is destined to provide a welcome mat for the
West to transform China's communism, or alterna-
tively it may be used by China to proliferate an
alternative to western ideology. Either way it
seems likely to continue as a utility for others as
opposed to enjoying its own unique sense of
nationality and culture. Its residents and
descendants reflect this state of affairs in a
confused and anxious search for their place in the
world.

'Deal' was at the 198 Gallery, Brixton, London,
from June 30 to August 15,1998

Being Lost and the
Nearness of Being
Found
Deborah Cheetham's White
Baptist Abba Fan

Jon Brazil

Far from being grounded in a mere 'recovery' of the
past, which is waiting to be found, and which,
when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into
eternity, identities are the names we give to the
different ways we are positioned by, and position
ourselves within, the narratives of the past... an
ever flowing process that is alive with
possibilities, and which confuses and flows
through and around the conceit 'I am'.'

What would you do? You are thirty years old when
you discover that your real mother, whom you
only met for the first time four years previously,
did not abandon you as a baby in a cardboard box,
as you had been brought up to believe. Rather, she
left you in the care of a trusted Salvation Army
officer while she went away to earn money picking
fruit: upon her return she was told that you had
been given away for adoption. You learned these
facts at the funeral of your kid brother, who was
the unknown child on his way out to play, who
rushed past you when you visited your maternal
home for the first time, and who has died from a
heroin overdose. The information is imparted by
your auntie (another recent discovery), whose
brother is a country-and-western singer who
performs in shopping centres.

If this begins to sound like the synopsis of a far-
fetched opera, with more than its fair share of
fateful interventions, it is appropriate. The seismic
nature of these disruptions becomes even more
unbelievable if we flashback to earlier scenes. Here
you are, at infant school, explaining in a sing-song
voice full of certainty, "I'm an adopted Aboriginal".
Some years on and less sure of yourself, dancing to
the legendary Swedish supergroup, you have
developed a persona which you categorise as
"White Baptist Abba Fan". Brought up by your
adoptive white family, the only black face not only
in your family but also in the community, you win
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