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Journeys, Documenting, 

Indexing, Archives, and 

Practice-Based Research: 

A Conversation with susan 

pui san lok 

susan pui san lok, pages from News, 2005, 

32-page color book of postcards, pub. 
SPSL, London, VA x 5,5/? in. (9.5 x 15 cm) 

(artwork ? susan pui san lok; archival 

material provided by ITV) 

susan pui san lok is an artist of Chinese descent, born and based in the United 

Kingdom. She uses 
photography, text, video, sound, and installation to explore 

the interweaving of personal and political histories, and issues around place, 

migration, diaspora, and nostalgia through the use of documentation and 

archives. Her solo exhibition Golden, at the Chinese Arts Centre, Manchester 

(May 11-July 2, 2006), 
was 

preceded by "Golden (Lessons)," 
a 

residency at 

Beaconsfield, London, in autumn 2005, and she has shown work recently 
at the 

Hong Kong Arts Centre (July 8-28, 2006). In this interview, she speaks about 

her recent and current projects, most notably News, the result of time spent as 

an artist-in-residence at the Media Archive of Central England in autumn 2006. 

Setting the Scene 

Marquard Smith: I'm going to begin by referring you to one of your earliest 

statements, "Notes to Let You Down," that accompanied your first solo exhibition 

at the Chinese Arts Centre, Manchester (1997), in which you speak about your 
self in a 

pitch that is somehow both slow and staccato, chatty and yet pedagogi 

cal, wilfully jokey and somehow mischievously condescending?as when a 

"native" speaker gives directions to 
"foreigners" employing slow, loud, disdain 

ful utterances to in some way make intelligible 
a tongue that is wholly strange 

to them.You say: 

My 
name is Susan Pui San Lok. Susan P-U-I, S-A-N, two words, no 

hyphen, Lok, L-O-K. Or Lok Pui San. Or Susan, Lok Pui San. Or Susan 

Lok. Or Susie, Sue, but usually Su?without an "e"?Lok. Or Susan Pui 

San Lok?Pui San?two words, P-U-I, S-A-N. Or Susan, Lok Pui-hypheh 

San. Or Susan Puisan?one word, no 
hyphen?Lok. 

Marquard Smith ?r Susan, Lok Puisan. ' 

Following 
on from such iterative performatives, you go 

on to tell your audience a little about your history, 

which is already a personal history and a political his 

tory, a 
history of language, education, family, farewells, 

and severance, of translation and mistranslation, under 

standing and misunderstanding: 

A brief pre/history: 

(I am?) 
a British (-born-girl-woman-) subject who 

speaks in a 
Chinese-inflected-English, 

an Essex 

accented-Cantonese, retrieving occasionally her once 

good French, decidedly poor German, and mostly-forgotten Latin; a 

ghost/bamboo child of Hong Kong emigrants, sister-niece-cousin to 

close-distant family, granddaughter of a Malaysian-born granddaughter, 

of a woman unnamed to me, betrothed at three to a boy-husband in 

South China.2 

For me, these two statements do a 
really good job of characterizing your prac 

tice. They 
set the scene. Of where you're coming from, how the work tackles its 

subjects, and what it hopes to realize . . . 

This interview is based on several conversations 

between Smith and pui san lok that took place in 

London in July 2006. 

1. susan pui san lok, "Notes to Let You Down," 
exh. brochure (Manchester: Chinese Arts Center, 

1997). 
2. Ibid. 
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susan pui san lok: It's good 
to be reminded of these early declarations?slightly 

alarming to realize that nearly ten years have elapsed since first writing and 

speaking them, and that they might still bear a relevance and resonance. 
They 

do speak to where my practice has come from, to an attempt to situate it and/or 

myself at a particular place and moment, and to a self-consciousness or self 

reflexivity 
as to how a nonreductive answer to that question (easily conflated 

with "where I come from") might be fashioned. The 

place 
was the then-much-smaller Chinese Arts Centre in 

Manchester (CAC, which had recently and contentiously 

relocated from the city's Chinatown to its burgeoning 

cultural Northern Quarter), the moment the mid- 1990s; 

the name or category of "British-Chinese" was gaining 

currency in the run-up to the Hong Kong handover 

but lacked considered articulation or interrogation. My 

unfinished, working "Notes to Let You Down" were 

intended to 
displace the conventional artist's statement, 

indeed the "minority artist's statement"?that is, to 

address and deflect the expectation of a particular 

"British-Chinese," ethnically inflected take on the 

familiar abbreviated mix of biography, inspiration, and 

influence. Its opacity and convolutedness mirrored the 

elusiveness of the work on show (Un-, 1996-97), 
a 

frag 

mented image-and-text series whose content literally 

dispersed and receded from view. 

I'd agree that these "Notes . . ." are characteristic of my practice insofar as 

they signal an interest in words, language, and translation, between the written 

and spoken, the linguistic, visual, and cultural. I find myself returning to the 

name-play on occasion, whose sequence corresponds?and responds?to the 

demands of different cultural and linguistic English and Chinese contexts, such 

as the ordering of first and last names, and styles of romanization for Cantonese 

or Mandarin. I really like your reading, which both invokes the always-already 

outdated aid to translation, the teach-it-yourself foreign language textbook, and 

hears the protracted introduction as part of an 
exchange in which the other 

party is most likely silenced, bemused, or patronized, unless s/he happens to be 

trilingual. While my tactics may shift, I'm still working 
out and working out of 

the necessity and difficulty of an uneven cultural and linguistic multiplicity, both 

in the abstract and experientially?as 
a recent project, Cruel/Loving Bodies, working 

with UK, mainland, and Hong Kong Chinese artists in Hong Kong, reminded me. 

Smith: Can you say some more about being 
a "British-Chinese" artist based in 

the UK, part of the "British-Chinese" art community? For you, what is the value 

of such "shared ethnicity"? 

lok: I appreciate the quotation marks! "British Chinese" was 
officially inaugurat 

ed by Arts Council England with the establishment of the British Chinese Artists' 

Association (BCAA) in 1991, emerging in the context of increasing governmental 

prioritization of diversity in its arts and social policies?1994 
saw the launch 

of ACE's five-year Cultural Diversity Action Plan. The mobilization of "British 

Chinese" has not been without tensions, between those keen to identify and 
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susan pui san lok, Un-, 1996-97, laser 

copies, ink, emulsion; detail from series of 

36, SSA x S% in. (22 x 22 cm) (artwork ? 
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articulate themselves singularly and collectively by such a 
designation, and those 

implicitly or explicitly excluded. Throughout the 1990s, CAC and BCAA worked 

independently, collaboratively, and in association with a number of organizations 

(including the Place, the Victoria and Albert, and the British Museum) to orga 
nize a number of discussions and events around "British-Chinese" arts, that were 

to varying degrees successful in profile-raising and networking terms, but less 

so, I believe, in terms of offering or pushing for sustained critical analyses of 

"British-Chinese-ness" as such. 

I have tended not to identify as "British-Chinese" without also deploying 
the prefix "so-called"?I'm wary of the omissions and complexities elided in the 

name, wary of being lumped together, regardless of ethnic, generational, geocul 

tural, sexual, and political differences. So I'm not really 
sure who the "British 

Chinese" community are ... do we only count those who identify 
as such? How 

about those who sometimes do, sometimes don't? Most of the artists I know 

who might occasionally do so are at worst suspicious, at best ambivalent about 

the moniker, as a sometimes-necessary card to play. I'd say, without sounding too 

cynical I hope, that value lies not so much in a shared ethnicity than perhaps in 

a "shared tactical ethnicity," 
or rather, a "tactical ethno-nationality." Both sides of 

the hyphenated construct, as well as the hyphen itself, demand interrogation. 

Smith: Which brings 
us to the pleasures?or otherwise?of living "between 

two cultures" . . . 

lok: Suspicion, ambivalence, pleasure.... I'd prefer, after Trinh Minh-ha, to think 

of it as a perpetual shuttling (also in the sense of weaving), with the idea of 

movement, but also suspension (and suspense), that comes with travel?which 

may sound paradoxical, but I somehow connect this with Trinh's notion of "still 

speed" 
or "stillness in speed." 

. . . If we're past speaking about culture monolithi 

cally, monumentally, 
or 

discretely, then I think it's also impossible and unhelpful 

to envisage a position or condition "between." I find it a somewhat tired and 

clich?d metaphor that subsumes the simultaneity, porosity, contradiction, and 

"pidgin" 
nature of cultures, which always-already enjoy, entail, or 

exploit 
a bit of 

the Other, not to mention the economic and political inequities that engender 

various conjunctions 
. . . 

Smith: Questions of exile, homelessness, geographical estrangement, authen 

ticity, place, nostalgia, migration, diaspora, and translation are very much at the 

forefront of your work. How do you understand your located-ness? 

lok: As provisional, contingent, temporary, and relatively mundane! My situation 

is pretty prosaic and common, I imagine, 
to many a second- or 

third-generation 

Hong Kong Chinese immigrant, if slightly differently experienced and negotiated. 
There is of course a massive difference between my interest in conceptual and 

theoretical notions of exile and homelessness, and other, ongoing lived realities 

of persecution and expulsion. I realize that I speak from a position of relative 

comfort and privilege; I am a 
second-generation immigrant, of peasant stock, a 

working-class childhood and middle-class aspirations 
. . . but I understand my 

located-ness through 
a series of estrangements, linguistic, cultural, generational 

as well as 
geographical; not as the occupation of a 

place 
or site, but rather, as a 

trajectory bound up in others. "Here" is where they were, and where I'm not. . . 
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susan pui san lok, FCHKUK, 2000, sheets, 

spikes, bucket, spade, tissue paper, sound, 
installation view, Stuff Gallery, London 

(artwork ? susan pui san lok) 

Smith: And how does this located-ness play out in your work? You work 

between media, between photography, text, video, installation, and sound art? 

is there something about the nature of your subject matter that demands this? 

lok: As an 
undergraduate 

I was faced with a notional choice between painting 

and sculpture; I started out in the former but by the middle of my second year 
was 

making objects, though still working with images. In my early work, my 

referencing of auto/biographical material was more 
explicit, but I wanted to 

avoid its romanticization or exoticization, to question for example photographic 

and textbook authenticity and authority, and to play up their fictitious and partial 

nature, in part to avoid my own sentimentalism. I deployed familiar deconstruc 

tive strategies?of fragmenting, doubling, and multiplying?which 
I saw as 

part of a process of translation, of taking apart and reconstituting; I was inter 

ested in the essence or rhetoric of the original only in terms of its surface-ness 

and ultimate fabrication, more so in coincidences and accidental meanings 

and correlations that emerged in the juxtaposition of certain visual and textual 

details. Between 1998 and 2001,1 made several installations, among them 

Untitled (Tree/Walls Have Ears/ Trans-it /Remains) (1998), a series of interventions at 

theTS2K building, Brixton, London; Lean To (2000); and FCHKUK (2000), which 

played variously and site-specifically 
on 

marginality (using 
a corridor, broom 

cupboard, and basement space), and the notion of residence. Language in spo 

ken, sung, and written forms recurs as a means of both locating and dislocating 

an audience?for example in 97 Proofs (1998), 
a series of "British-Chinese" 

slogans for the handover of Hong Kong; FCHKUK featured a loop of Fran?oise 

Hardy singing "La maison o? j'ai grandi"; and Notes on Return (2003) incorporated 

male and female voices reciting and speaking through 
a Chinese/English bilin 

gual 
text. 

Smith: Would you tell us something about your artistic projects that bridge 

England and China. Or rather Hong Kong. Or rather both. Recently you've had 

shows at the Hong Kong Arts Centre, the Shanghai Duolun MoMA, and 798 

Space, Beijing. 
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lok: Yes, in fact it's the same project, Cruel/Loving Bodies, which was instigated 

by Sasha Su-Ling Weiland, whom I first met in London at the conference 

"Contemporary Chinese Art in the International Arena" in 2002. We both pre 

sented papers, and I had also organized 
a 

panel. Cruel/Loving Bodies grew out of 

conversations that began with that conference, around strategies for addressing 

and engaging hitherto neglected questions of gender, and was 
originally planned 

as an exhibition to coincide with a later conference at Fudan University in 2003, 

focusing on feminism in China. Both events were postponed due to the SARS 

epidemic. The project, involving artists from mainland China as well as the UK 

and Hong Kong, 
was 

eventually realized in Shanghai and Beijing 
a year later, 

in very different ways due to the nature of the spaces, and most recently in 

Hong Kong. 

Smith: And what about your involvement with the Chinese Arts Centre in 

Manchester? 

lok: I first became aware of CAC in 199s? when I got a letter out of the blue 

from Kwong Lee, an artist and curator who was at the time exhibitions officer 

for CAC. My work had been featured in the publicity for a show at the Walsall 

Museum and Art Gallery, which is how he had got wind of me. I was based in 

Leeds at the time, but despite being 
so close geographically, I was totally igno 

rant of CAC. It had been established in 1987, and was still a very small organiza 

tion based in Manchester's Chinatown, only just starting to raise its profile 

nationally. I met Kwong and various other local and regional artists and arts 

workers at an event on "British-Chinese" art and culture organized 
as part of the 

British Art Show 5 at the end of that year, and it made a real impression on me; 

having grown up in a small, predominantly white town bordering London and 

Essex, where ours was one of two Chinese families (we 
were the ones who didn't 

own the local takeaway), I had never known or encountered a Chinese commu 

nity or peers. London may continue to have the largest concentration of Chinese 

in the UK, but London is of course a 
large place, and we were at its fringes; the 

pattern of settlement from the i9?os and 1960s (which saw major waves of 

immigration from Hong Kong) 
was one of dispersal, 

so our isolation was not 

so unusual. Manchester has the second-highest percentage of Chinese in Britain, 

and I imagine its relatively small geography 
must have facilitated the sense and 

mobilization of communities. To encounter a community of "British-Chinese," 

to which I was assumed, by dint of my presence, to belong, 
was both a shock 

and pleasure, in spite of or because of its tensions. I subsequendy participated in 

and attended a number of seminars and conference events and, in addition to my 

first small solo show, have had both group and solo shows in CAC s new build 

ing, which opened in 2003. 

Smith: Is collaboration important to you? We've spoken in the past about your 

work that appeared in two group shows, The Translators Notes exhibition at Caf? 

Gallery Projects in south London (2003) and Reassurance at SPACETriangle in east 

London (2005). And you're 
an artist who writes, who uses the written word, 

and who is based in a university setting, as so many artists are 
nowadays. Please 

tell me 
something about how you understand these collaborative dynamics: 

between artists and artists, artists and scholars, and artists and institutions. 
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lok: There are lots of questions here! I'm not sure that I can answer them all. . . . 

Yes, I am interested in collaboration, but as you suggest, the dynamics of work 

ing with other artists, curators, artist-curators, academics, and institutions are 

variable and irreducible to generic formulae. Although I don't work in any for 

mal collaborative partnership, my professional practice is shaped and sustained 

by various informal collaborations and affiliations?which is probably 
true of 

many contemporary artists, but the difference may be a 
question of degree and 

where practicalities intersect with conceptual ambitions?if at all. You men 

tioned The Translator s Notes and Reassurance, both projects for which curatorial frame 

works had been predetermined, the former by independent curator Irene Amore, 

the latter by artist-curator Yeu-Lai Mo. Both were very sympathetic and support 

ive?Irene in commissioning Notes on Return (2003), and Yeu-Lai in my reworking 

of the installation, which also generated a further video piece, After Words (200^). 
While these were not really collaborative projects, the period of two years over 

which Notes on Return was allowed to develop 
was 

punctuated by regular 
conversa 

tions, and in the case of Reassurance, it was 
particularly interesting 

to consider the 

working relationship with Yeu-Lai, with whom I had previously collaborated on a 

project called numbersix, along with Erika Tan and MaylingTo (who both featured 

in Reassurance). In a sense, Reassurance came out of the intermittent dialogues among 

us since numbersix, as a 
reframing 

or alliance of diverse practices via our disparate 

engagements with video, numbersix had been instigated by Erika (at the time an 

arts worker for the London borough of Lambeth), who engineered for a group 
of us "British-Chinese" artists (including Anthony Key and Tony Ward) to meet 

for the first time, but immediately and interestingly declared her disinterest in 

taking the curatorial lead, should we decide to show together. So numbersix devel 

oped collaboratively between six artists coming together thanks to an 
ethnicity 

specific opportunity to exhibit, offered at short notice as part of a program 

typically timed to coincide with the Chinese New Year. It was 1998, and the 

Hong Kong handover-induced fever for all things Chinese had already 
seen a 

spate of hastily curated, uncritical survey shows of contemporary Chinese art, 

of which we had all had a taste. While we certainly appreciated the visibility 
that such shows had afforded us, none of us were interested in duplicating them. 

Our tactic was to take the opportunity to assert not so much a shared ethnicity 

than a shared suspicion of essentialist assumptions or projections, and to 

emphatically refuse to name or categorize ourselves accordingly. 

Before numbersix, I had already initiated a project with May ling, called Deal 

(198 Gallery, London, 1998), which was conceived as a space for examining our 

connections and relationships 
to a 

Hong Kong in transition, and collaborative in 

the sense that our commissions, though separate, were 
developed in close dia 

logue with each other. For some of the numbersix artists, the move between cura 

torial, artistic, and critical roles was determined by 
a need to create alternatives 

to prevailing platforms and paradigms, learning both from the legacy of the 

Black Art movement of the preceding decade and the tactics of the then-current 

phenomenon of the Young British Artists. In 1997 I had joined AAVAA, the 

African and Asian Visual Artists Archive established by Eddie Chambers and 

housed at the University of East London, as a doctoral researcher, engaging less 

with the archive's content than with its omissions and anomalies?the ambigu 

ous in/visibility of artists such as Lesley Sanderson, Li Yuan Chia, Gary Ka Che 
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susan pui san lok, stills from Notes on 

Return, 2003, DVD, sound and video projec 
tion onto paper, 9 min. 38 sec. looped 

(artwork ? susan pui san lok) 
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Kwok, and LynneYamamoto in its midst, whose presence as artists of Chinese or 

East Asian heritage raised questions in terms of identification and the subsump 

tion or collision of ethnic and political alliances. My PhD dissertation combined 

practice and theory, 
so in addition to making work, I was later to write on 

Mayling's, Erika 's, Anthony's, and Yeu-Lai's work, as well as my own, as a way of 

formulating and articulating 
a series of historical and cultural contexts for my 

practice among those of my peers, venturing 
a 

possible, inconclusive narrative 

that had to be partial in both senses of the word (I called my thesis, A?Y . . .). 
I should really say "writing through," "writing from," "writing to" or "with," 

rather than "writing on," because I took these practices and particular works as 

unstable points of departure and return, rather than fixed objects of scrutiny. For 

me, to write is not to claim critical authority, but to aspire to an intimacy, and 

occasionally take flight. 
. . . 

Obviously 
a doctoral thesis calls for meeting certain 

academic criteria, and I struggled to find a way of making 
room for critical and 

poetic modes of writing, 
so in the end there were 

chapters, but also an "inter 

val" preceding and anticipating the fragmented, differently voiced account of my 
own practice. I'm generally wary of speaking about my work and especially wary 

of expectations of a 
double-whammy authenticating voice that confirms both 

artistic and ethnic integrity 
... so when I do speak, I try to address this perfor 

matively. Of course another option is to not speak at all, a tactic I adopted for a 

panel I organized for Deal, which saw GilaneTawadros, Sonia Boy ce, Erika Tan, 

and Raimi Gbadamosi in discussion. But such a tactic might well backfire and 

fuel my obviously very exotic and mysterious persona 
.. . 

Being based part-time at an institution can facilitate, validate, and impede 

certain collaborative and interdisciplinary activities that might be designated 
as 

"practice-based" 
or 

"practice-led" research, even as?or 
precisely because?the 

terms and desirability of its validation remain varied and debatable. Intellectual 

and critical support may be countered by bureaucracy, but that in turn can 

encourage an imaginative thinking and working 
across gaps or 

through loops.. 
. . 

For me, working 
across 

disciplinary modes and spaces, between writing and 

practice, outside in/inside out of the institution, is a difficult and often anxiety 

inducing necessity, but then, it shouldn't be easy 
. . . 

News/Reel 

Smith: The focus of this interview is News/Reel (200^). This project is the result 

of time spent as an artist-in-residence at the Media Archive of Central England 

(MACE), as part of an Arts Council England program in partnership with the 

British Film Institute Black World initiative, entitled "Necessary Journeys." How 

did you come to be involved? 

lok: I was invited by the curator Melanie Keen, who was 
looking for three 

artists working 
across the moving image, new media, and poetry to take up 

residencies with three archives as part of "Necessary Journeys." The other artists 

and archives were Keith Piper, who worked with the Birmingham Central 

Library Photographic Archive, and Jackie Kay, who worked with the British Film 

Institute's National Film and Television Archive. The program also included a 

number of international travel bursaries awarded to artists selected by open 
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TODAY 25*12?65 
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TODAY 2.2.66 
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TODAY 9.1.66 

TODAY 11.2.66 

TODAY 2.3.66 
TODAY 16.5.66 

Today 24.5.66 

TODAY 21.4.66 

Rhodesian independence 

New minister of transport 

New Year resolutions 

70mph speed limit on motorways 
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Young couples in Kettering taking a course 

in home making 

Proposed rail strike 

New government tax on gambling 

How will people vite at the General 

Election 

The tmdeoided voter 

What will the 1966 budget contain 

CEREMONIES - FESTIVALS 

TODAY 6,1,82 FOLK CUSTOMS Alan Hydes describes some of the 

customs & traditions still popular in the Midlands 

May Day 
- Morris dancers & stusents in the centre of 

Oxfprd 
- ex ATV Today 1.5*81 

Beating the Bounds at Oxford - ex ATV Today 28.5.81 

Shin kicking ex ATV Today 27.6.74 
Well dressing & wakes week in Derbyshire 

- ex ATV 

Today 10.7.79 

Cheese rolling at Coopers Hill, Cheltenham - ex ATV 

Today 26.5.70 

Pig singing ex ATV Today 27.6.74 

Pancake racing 
- ex ATV Today 20.2.79 

SEP. MAG. - total length 2m. 09s. 
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Submission; an 
original commissioned score from Courtney Pine for the 1930 

film Borderline, starring Paul Robeson; a program of black dance on film; a 
publi 

cation; and an international symposium at T?te Modern. 

Smith: MACE estimates its holdings 
at around twenty-seven thousand containers 

of film, nearly half of which comprise regional ITV Central [independent televi 

sion?i.e., not the BBC] news footage from 1956 to 198$. How did you begin to 

situate yourself in (and in relation to) this abundance of materials? 

lok: I expected to be physically overwhelmed by the archive as an entity, but that 

entity?a collection of collections?was on reflection unsurprisingly dispersed. 

MACE's home?after several moves?is the University of Nottingham, which 

in turn has been partially rehoused in the old Carlton television studios. On my 

first visit, to navigate the various parts of the archive, I had to navigate a half 

refurbished site?freshly painted, white walls screening bright 
new offices, 

warrenlike turns giving way to cavernous spaces, some stacked with objects in 

transit, others once filled with fake supermarket aisles and game-show sets, now 

places/nonplaces awaiting conversion and rehabitation. 

The archive was also, surprisingly, opaque?there is as yet no 
comprehen 

sive, digitized database cataloguing its contents, only the remarkable mental 

libraries of footage viewed by its keepers (James Patterson, Richard Shenton, Phil 

Leach), and a manual card index system that referred only to the news collec 

tion. So, with just ten to twelve days to play with over a 
period of a month and 

a half, I decided to engage with the scope of the archive made visible or legible 

through this systematic yet idiosyncratic process of translation. 

Smith: So the card index system was used for thirty years to document nota 

tionally the various news television programs that were made and screened dur 

ing that time. Why did you decide to focus on the index cards rather than the 

film stock? 

lok: Well, I actually did both, though the index took initial priority because the 

system of classifications was so odd at times that I very soon got caught up in 

the order, language, and rhetoric of the entries, whose illogic and inconsistent 

cross-referencing seemed to veil as much as reveal the location and contents of 

a 
particular item. It seemed that the archive-as-index could be as opaque as the 

archive-as-unquantifiable-repository, 
as cool, darkened vault. 

Smith: From these encounters you fashioned News, a 
postcard book that, as 

you write in the book itself, "reproduces the rhetoric and classifications of the 

archive-as-index." Tell me more about the archive-as-index . . . 

lok: I was interested in the impossibility of ever 
"knowing" 

or 
"seeing" the 

archive in its entirety, not least because its disparate body is ever-expanding? 

no amount of time could catch up with all the time "caught." There's the lag, 

and sometimes the conflict?when an archive is under-resourced?between 

collecting and cataloguing, 
or between indexing and accessing its contents, and 

the rituals of the latter, because of course you can't just fling open the doors to 

the vault: archival gloves must be donned, archaic machinery and equipment 

activated, the archivist's time consumed. Archival knowledges and access are 
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facilitated, mediated, and limited by the observations and evaluations of various 

third parties, whose indices we rely on to denote something specific and partial 

of an archive s 
objects, but which cannot disclose the objects 

or the archive itself. 

In the archive-as-index, order and content are 
unpredictable: nothing is what or 

where one might assume. 
"Dancing," for example, is filed under E for "Entertain 

ments," and "Allotments" under H for "Hobbies," but also variously under, 

"Ceremonies," "India & the Indians," "Stunts," and "Old Age," among others ... 

Smith: Archives are 
usually very personal 

or very public. This archive seems 

to me to be a wonderful combination of the two. Yes, it is official, a formal 

documenting of televisual culture from 1956 to 1985 collected and kept in 

cold storage until now. At the same time, your exposure to this material has 

unearthed all kinds of informal knowledges, both the numerous 
personal news 

stories of individuals themselves and the foibles of particular reporters and 

their eccentricities. 

lok: Yes, and they also point to the wider social knowledges and values inferred 

or reinforced by the construction or 
designation of stories as newsworthy 

. . . 

Smith: Why did you choose to reproduce these particular twenty-eight index 

cards? (Assuming they're real, of course.) And what didn't get included and why? 

lok: Well, I started out 
searching for ballroom- and allotment-related material? 

as research toward a concurrent project, called Golden?and realized quickly that 

if I wanted to locate all the relevant items, I would have to go through the entire 

index, which I did, at speed?an intense and disorienting experience in which 

a 
compressed and convoluted narrative unfolded in a prosaic shorthand that 

accrued into a bland yet disturbing blank poetry: "two Asians killed in a riot . . . 

Himalayan bears . . . coloured children in a 
playground 

... a lone protestor out 

side a new 
Japanese restaurant . . . the first Sikh traffic warden . . . 

picnicking 

Vietnamese children . . ." What caught my attention was the insistent inscription 

of the "foreign," implicitly, explicitly, 
or unrelated to the actual news item?an 

unsurprising preoccupation, of course, that coincides with a 
period of mass 

immigration to Britain, and interesting to me as a series of narratives or narrative 

hints, embedded often tangentially in relation to the news as a formal record or 

account of the one-time new, current, curious, strange, or 
estranged. I actually 

pulled some four thousand cards from the system, which I hope to develop into 

a much larger book project, but I wanted in the interim to produce 
a snapshot 

of the index in the form of my own, further abbreviated, alternative, and idiosyn 

cratic A to Z. Funny, other people have queried the authenticity of the cards too, I 

guess because some of these "truths" do indeed read more 
strangely than fiction. 

Smith: And you frame these cards with one card at the beginning and one at the 

end, an 
alphabetical index that includes information on all the other cards in the 

book . .. 

lok: Yes, these correspond with the classifications of news items by which the 

index is ordered, generated 
over 

thirty years both by the items themselves and 

by a succession of cataloguers. I wanted to include these to indicate both the 

scope of the regional news, and the curious way in which hierarchies of value 

are leveled by the index, so we begin with "Accents/Aerial Views/Africa & 
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Africans/Ali, Mohammed . . ." and end with "Yemen/Young, Sir George/Youth/ 

Zadora, Pia." 

Smith: Out of interest, where is Central England? That's to say, what locations do 

the archive film footage and accompanying index cards cover? I notice references 

to 
Birmingham, Oxford, Swindon, Wolverhampton 

. . . 

lok: I wondered about that too. In fact MACE keeps a map highlighting the 

region for the purpose of satisfactorily answering such queries. There is also the 

question of whether the geography of Central England actually coincides with 

the "Central News" programs produced by ITV Central, which actually has three 

regions?East, West, South?but no North, interestingly. 
. . . And where does the 

geographic "Central" meet the economic and imaginary "Middle"? I also like 

the contradiction between this centering of the regions and their marginalization 

in relation to the metropolitan capital, and the fact that the national cuts 
through 

or more 
subtly permeates the local, and vice versa. 

Smith: For me, the most amazing thing about the data itself on the index cards 

is how they speak their localness. It's all so damn local! While events documented 

may be of national and historical interest (such 
as references to the Handsworth 

Riots in Birmingham in 1985 that were later immortalized in John Akomfrah and 

Black Audio Film Collectives Handsworth Songs of 1986) or of more limited signifi 
cance 

(a cheese-rolling festival at Coopers Hill, Cheltenham), they're all some 

how terribly familiar. How do you figure the familiarity of this localness that is 

so 
particular 

to these archives? 

lok: What's interesting to me is how strange, as well as strangely familiar the 

local is, and how foreignness figures both in and as the local?both in terms of 

the eccentricity and sheer oddity of homegrown cultural practices, customs, and 

acts, and in the way that "exotic" cultural displays for example 
recur as 

integral 

to the spectacle of the local and its affirmation as a community. Perhaps the 

localness is particularly striking because it speaks from and of a pre-internet era; 

so many of us are used to collapsing such polarities in the everyday negotiation 

and filtering of so much simultaneous, dehierarchized information . . . 

Smith: I noticed a number of themes you've discerned and divulged running 

through the index cards. One of them, as I've already noted, is localness: from 

the intrigues at a local dog show or 
pie-throwing event to the story of a local 

postman who likes dressing up as Al Jolson and singing "Mammy" in the middle 

of Birmingham's main sorting office! How do you find English eccentricity? 

lok: Hmmm, I want to say that I'm not particularly charmed by it. . . let's say 

I'm interested in eccentricity but I am not nostalgic about Englishness! 

Smith: There's also a really captivating undercurrent here, to do with travel. 

Journeying. Not necessarily necessary journeys, but flights of fancy, real or imag 

ined. There are reports of the failing English tourist industry (foreign holidays are 

on the rise) and even an 
expedition 

to Inaccessible Island in the South Atlantic . . . 

lok: Yes, the allure of foreign, exotic lands, with hints of a colonial desire to 

venture into uncharted territory 
. . . 
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LOVE AND MARRIAGE 

T.A.S. 5,12.69 Ints. with two elderly couples married in 

double ceremony at Coventry Registry Office 

SOP 

T.A.S. 6,1.70 Roy Wood of fThe Move1 married to Maureen 

_Holmes 
at Lea Bank? Birmingham_ 

T.A.S. 8,1.70 Vietnamese couple married at Birmingham 

_ Registry Office_ 
T.A.S. 6.4.7O lev Beavon of ?The Move1 married to Val 

. ___ Taylor at St Margaret*s Church, Great Barr 

WOMEK TODAYT.6.fo^ ^Jtrne Bride? wedding ^*^^^^^<~ 
TODAY 9?7?70 Marriage of coloured P.C. Yunus Darr and 

Woman P.C. Cynthia Willbond 

susan pui san lok, page from News, 2005, 

32-page color book of postcards, pub. 
SPSL, London, VA x 5% in. (9.5 x 15 cm) 

(artwork ? susan pui san lok; archival 

material provided by ITV) 

Smith: Another theme I'd like to talk about is the question of race. In addition to 

references to the Handsworth riots, you reproduce schematic accounts of skin 

heads in court for petrol-bombing, racial discrimination, an interview with the 

albino reggae musician Yellowman, an attack on a mosque by the Klu Klux Klan 

in Wolverhampton in 1978, a mixed-race marriage in 1970, and a vox pop dated 

February 8, 1966, which asks, "Should we have coloured policemen?" There's 

even a card about a speech Enoch Powell gave in Wolverhampton on December 

30, 1968, barely eight months after delivering his notorious "Rivers of Blood" 

speech on immigration to the West Midlands Conservative Political Centre in 

Birmingham. 

lok: Yes, I wanted to flag up a moment that represented the continuation and 

persistence of a discourse beyond 
a moment that "made history," and, through 

crude juxtapositions, the imbrication of desire and fascination with fear, anger, 

and violence toward the Other, where racial difference presents the most provoca 

tive and difficult site of confrontation and negotiation of the foreign in the local. 

Smith: It's funny how on this card what seems most pressing is not that Powell 

has given a 
speech, but?and this is written in red ink, in capital letters, and in 

part also underlined in red ink?"* we hold dupe neg. & print in sync, with 

SEPARATE EDGE TRACK. THIS BELONGS TO ITN AND SHOULD NOT BE USED WITHOUT 

PRIOR CLEARANCE." 

lok: I think it reminds us of the purpose of these index cards, which was not to 

evaluate or 
analyze events, but to outline the narrative content of particular items 

and reels, and affirm their ownership?or authorship?where necessary. 
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Smith: This leads me 
nicely to formal, aesthetic concerns. To the interlining, the 

capital letters, the typos, the cataloguing infrastructure, the form of your book. 

To the news cards themselves, that are 
beige, baby blue, darker blue, mustard, 

white, pink. 
. . .You've always been interested in the relationship between words 

and images (and language, and making 
text work?I'm reminded of your long 

term interest in pidgins, in broken Englishes and Chinglese, in shattered lan 

guages reconstituted and put to use for dissident ends), and the gaps among 
them. How does this project, its conceptualization, its realization, its materializa 

tion, build on those previous interests? 

lok: You're right, I have always been interested in the visuality?and orality/ 

aurality?of text. In News, I'm interested in the way mechanical and human 

quirks 
are evidenced in misaligned letters and cards, misspellings, and handwrit 

ten addenda; but any nostalgia provoked by the charm of outdated technologies 

and outmoded activities is, I hope, tempered by the terminologies and narratives 

that emerge. In Reel, a related video/audio sequence of reedited archival footage 

catalogued under "Dance," which might also be classified as various forms of 

"cultural display," visual and sound tracks are 
separated, reconstituted according 

to a quite different logic; the visual sequence comprises glances, expressions, 

and gestures of anticipation or relief at a moment on the brink or verge of per 

formance, as well as 
circling 

or 
"reeling" 

movements central to each display; this 

alternates with a dislocated, chronological, audiocultural soundtrack. Again, I'm 

hoping to develop Reel into a series of perhaps thirty sequences, corresponding 

with News as a larger book project. 

Smith: As a formal experience, reading the book, turning over the cards, refer 

ring back to earlier cards, earlier fragments, has a strange way of accumulating, 
as 

have these themes we've been discussing 
as they weave in and out of the conver 

sation. How do you think the materiality of the book itself contributes to this? 

lok: The format of the postcard book, with its detachable pages, lends itself to 

disassemblage, dispersal, and dissemination?it encourages the reordering of 

narratives and recirculation of old news as news. 

Smith: For me, as a project, News is an exciting instance of what's being called 

practice-based research. For a start, it tells us all kinds of interesting things about 

archives, documenting, anachronistic cataloguing systems, and so on. At the 

same time, as an art book, News somehow or other manages to enact these very 

things and, in so 
doing, assembles and arranges them anew. It is realized in 

the process of its making and its enactment. As an artist, would you share 

your thoughts 
on 

practice-based research, on how artists can use archives as 

a research context, on the artist as a cultural researcher?perhaps in relation to 

the project Golden, which you mentioned earlier? 

lok: I've been surprised and delighted at the feedback on this project, from other 

artists, academics, curators, and the varied audiences who attended the two-day 

symposium at T?te Modern, who all received copies of News. I think the familiarity 

and strangeness that we 
spoke of earlier is also an effect of this "news" connot 

ing and provisionally constituting recent histories that we, our parents, or 
people 

we know have lived through and recall, albeit possibly through hazy childhood 
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susan pui san lok, stills from Years, 2006, 

DVD, alternating two-screen projection, 22 
min. looped (artwork ? susan pui san lok) 
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susan pui san lok, still from Vistas, 2005, 

DVD, triptych (split-screen version), 5 min. 

looped (artwork ? susan pui san lok) 

perspectives. As I said before, I had embarked on the residency expecting to 

find source material for Golden, but my practice-led research led me elsewhere! 

However, the dance footage I worked with on Reel, together with material relat 

ing to allotments, did later end up in another work, called Years (2006).This is 

an 
alternating 

two-screen looped video work, which was commissioned by the 

Chinese Arts Centre for a solo show earlier this year called Golden, which is also 

the rubric for an ongoing series of work across video, sound, installation, net, 

and live media, that aims to explore possibilities for a critical aesthetics and 

poetics of place, nostalgia, aspiration, and translation in diaspora, within an 

interdisciplinary creative practice. I'm interested in nostalgia 
as a vehicle for 

negotiating place in migration, against the nostalgic as a mode of representation; 

and in spatial, oral, and aural leisure practices as tactical processes of inscribing, 

translating, and performing shifting identities, memories, and territories; and 

their critical representation. 

Years comprises fifty short sequences, building up an 
idiosyncratic and 

oblique double narrative spanning several decades, that alludes to the negotia 

tion of territory and memory between shifting cultures and geographies. 

Archival news material is interwoven with footage shot in Hong Kong and 

London, with ballrooms and allotments juxtaposed 
as 

particular spaces of 

leisure, contact, and cultivation. The rhythms, repetitions, and variations of ges 

tures and movements, stylized, ritualized, and improvised, are 
interspersed with 

evocations of travel and journeying. At CAC, Years was shown alongside Awards 

(2006), a series of reproduced certificates of achievement presented to my par 

ents (my father for his ballroom dancing, my mother for her allotment), as well 

as two earlier pieces from the series, entitled Vistas and Songs. 

Smith: Can you say some more about Vistas and Songs? 

lok: Vistas (200^) was 
originally commissioned by Beaconsfield, London, for 

the exhibition Lightsilver, and focuses on San Francisco's Golden Gate Bridge 
as an 

emblem of possibility, prosperity, and symbolic frontier, both of diaspora and 

the West. Approached from three perspectives, Vistas situates the viewer before, 

beside, and beyond. Over bay, strait, and ocean waters, the threshold or 
portal 

appears concrete and elusive, shadowy and solid, and simultaneously withdraws 

from view. Songs (2005, ongoing), meanwhile, is an audio series initiated during 
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"Electric Greenhouse," an 
artquest/B3 media digital 

arts residency, in which 

sung instances of the word "golden" collated from Western pop are 
arranged 

into a collection of compressed musical interludes, at turns plaintive and elated. 

Together, Songs and Vistas are intended to evoke the broader backdrops and generic 

soundtracks of nostalgia and aspiration. 

This autumn, I'll be returning to Beaconsfield for Golden (Lessons), which will 

take up the motifs of ballroom and song. Beaconsfield is an artist-run organiza 

tion, which has a 
long tradition of working with artists in live and residency 

based contexts, so Lessons will also be an opportunity to work with its directors 

and curators, Naomi Siderfin and David Crawforth, in developing the performa 

tive and collaborative tendencies in my practice, through 
a series of collective 

"rehearsals" and on- and off-site interventions. A fifth strand to Golden is Notes, an 

artist's book and e-book project funded by the Arts and Humanities Research 

Council "Diasporas, Migration, and Identities" program. My aim here is to curate 

an 
experimental, reflexive, discursive space in which to explore the languages, 

concepts, and processes of representation in migration and diaspora that traverse 

Golden, and to reflect on wider contexts of practice and research through several 

commissioned texts. 

Golden aims to depart from conceptualizations of migrant subjects in terms 

of binaristic, ethnonational conjunctions such as "British-Chinese," and their 

evaluation and identification along economic lines?serving particular industries 

or offering specific forms of culinary or cultural consumption. Moving beyond 
dualistic metaphors that measure 

degrees of cultural authenticity 
or assimilation 

according to a spatial logic of proximity or distance (situating subjects here/ 

there or 
home/away), my aim is to develop and explore cultural practices and 

strategies that examine and embody the movements and cotemporalities of lan 

guages, cultures, histories, and subjects in flux, subjects for whom aspirations to 

settle and return may not be contradictory, and nostalgia may be understood in 

more complex terms than a backward gaze. 

Working with archives, personal and public, to generate and cultivate 

archives?alternative A-to-Zs and A-to-Ys?you could call what I do culture 

work or cultivation work or cultural work or, within an academic framework, 

research, the paradox here being that practice-led 
or 

practice-based research 

often has to be anticipated or 
justified by the formulation of research questions, 

in advance of the practice! For me, once formulated, this form of research 

cannot be pursued without a kind of letting-go and distraction; one has to be 

prepared to go elsewhere. I am reminded of Cixous, on writing: "I cannot write 

without distracting my gaze from capturing. I write by distraction. Distracted. 

When I go off (writing is first of all a departure, an embarkation, an expedition) 
I slip away 

. . ."3 If such research is by definition creative, it's also worth remem 

bering Trinh, "A creative event does not grasp, it does not take possession, it is 

an excursion . . ."4 

Marquard Smith is director of postgraduate studies and course director of the MA in art and design history 
in the School of Art and Design History, Faculty of Art, Design and Architecture, Kingston University, 

London. He is a founder and editor-in-chief o? Journal of Visual Culture, and his recent publications include 

Stelarc: The Monograph (MIT Press), The Prosthetic Impulse (MIT Press), and Visual Culture: Major Works in 

Media and Cultural Studies (Routledge, 4 volumes.) 
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3. H?l?ne Cixous, "Writing Blind: Conversation 

with the Donkey," in Stigmata: Escaping Texts, 
trans. Eric Prenowitz (London and New York: 

Routledge, 1998), 139-40. 

4. Trinh T. Minh-ha, "Cotton and Iron," in When 
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