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Re-Ventriloguism: Law Yuk Mui’s Pastiche

byDR. CHEN CHIH-TING, TIMMY,Research Assistant Professor at the Academy of Film of Hong
Kong Baptist University

A video installation with six audio tracks and three channels, Law Yuk Mui’s Pastiche is a site-
specific work exhibited at the Hong Kong Visual Arts Centre. Pastiche reassembles collages of
grafted images, music and texts that restore history through both vocal and ventriloquised
rituals, which in turn deconstructs and reconstructs Hong Kong’s identity. All these cultivate a
déja-vu-ques hybrid entity of unknown origin blossoming involuntary yet gorgeously. The
work’s Chinese title ‘74 4%’ embodies profound connotations. The homophone of ‘F&’ (‘to
grow/reproduce’ and the first character of the term ‘to colonise’) is ‘48’ (‘to plant’),
underlining the fact that Bauhinia blakeana, Hong Kong’s native species and the regional
flower selected during the colonial period in 1965, is actually a colonial product. In the 1880s,
a French priest discovered Bauhinia blakeana in the ruins along the Pokfulam shoreline on
Hong Kong Island. He replanted the flowers at Béthanie, where missionaries were
recuperating from tropical diseases. The flowers were subsequently planted in the Hong
Kong Botanic Gardens, a public leisure space for Westerners. In 1908, Bauhinia blakeana was
named after Governor Sir Henry Blake’s family name. After the Handover of Hong Kong in
1997, the Chinese version of Article 10 of the Basic Law stipulated that the pattern of
HKSAR’s flag and emblem is Bauhinia, not Bauhinia blakeana, in an attempt to ‘de-westernise’
with the new interpretation —a most superficial form of decolonisation. The history of
Bauhinia blakeana is the key unlocking Pastiche: as a sterile natural hybrid, Bauhinia blakeana
flowers but does not bear fruit; after propagating via grafting, the species you see today is
actually the descendant of those ‘immigrants’ from the Hong Kong Botanic Gardens. Isn’t
Pastiche an attempt to graft a Hong Kong myth? This reminds me of the half-human half-fish
‘Lo Ting” in the archaeological exhibition curated by Oscar Ho at the Hong Kong Arts Centre
during the Handover period in 1997. A fictional ancestor of Hong Kong, Lo Ting fled to Hong
Kong, acting as a cultural metaphor of Hong Kong’s marginalisation, intermediary role,
hybridity and resistance.

Law Yuk Mui grafted Pastiche to the Hong Kong Visual Arts Centre near the Hong Kong
Botanic Gardens. Before the audience was able to see the actual work, they saw a low-key
black silhouette of an abstract bauhinia at the corner of the staircase. It stood like a silent
orchid (Bauhinia blakeana is also known as ‘Hong Kong Orchid’), reflecting the spiritual core
of the work. Pastiche is divided into three parts: the first part revisits Hong Kong-based Dutch
Michael Rogge’s colour shots on 16 mm film of the silent Hong Kong Botanic Garden since
1953. The close-ups captured respectively Chinese walking past constantly, fountains and
various flowers. The realistic portrayals were matched with the soundscape of footsteps,
chirping insects and tweeting birds. The cleverly selected relaxing soundtrack adopts ethereal
harmonics passages of the 6th-century Southern Dynasty’s Jieshi Diao Youlan(‘Solitary
Orchid’) played by gugin player Guan Pinghu. The song’s textual music sheet is the oldest
surviving music sheet in China, which is now collected overseas by the Tokyo National
Museum. Law Yuk Mui has silenced the colonial army band’s performance in the historical
footage and replaced it with Jieshi Diao Youlanto let Hong Kong incarnate the orchid
primogenitor and speak out. After the scene fades out, the sound of gugin still lingers
melodiously, leaving no empty space in between to give the audience a space for breathing
and reflection. The second part features a male Dan (female role) in Cantonese opera Wong



Hau Wa before going on stage, capturing him putting on make up, powdering, drawing
eyebrows and sticking hair extension by himself in front of the mirror. The process highlights
the performativity of identity formation. Before the footage ends, the ambient sound fades
out prior to the image. The third part starts off with an improvised gong and drum session by
The Gong Strikes One, introducing some wonderfully matched and mismatched sound and
images. The off-screen Kungiang singing is heard first before the appearance of Wong Hau
Wa. The four-word-idiom-like lyrics are extracted from Peony Pavilion, whereas Yu Kwang
Chung’s The Bauhinia is unexpectedly mixed with short phrases created by Law Yuk Mui. Only
the first two words of each idiom are sung and the rest is a sensory feast: the dance-like
charming feminine movements; The Gong Strikes One’s sentimental accompaniment;
Chinese and English subtitles against a black screen. The concoction is worth a thousand
words. Interestingly, in transgender film Tracey (2018), Wong Hau Wa sings behind the scene
on behalf of Brother Darling’s Cantonese opera Huadan role played by actor Yuen Fu Wah.
Pastiche’s off-screen Kungiang, on the other hand, is sung by Kun Platoon’s female member
Ruochu in an ambivalently androgynous voice. The ending of Pastiche sees the plain-faced
Wong Hau Wa returns to his true self, imitating Mei Lanfang’s disarming and ground-
breaking hand gestures. The work ends at Dung Kai Cheung’s Androgyny: ‘| like flowers
because they are androgynous.” Law Yuk Mui’s love for Hong Kong (Bauhinia) is hidden in the
fantastic hybrid cultural genes of Pastiche.
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The specimen “Hong Kong Herb. No.1722” at the Hong Kong Herbarium of the Agriculture,
Fisheries and Conservation Department is believed to be the original specimen of the species,
the origin of all present-day Bauhinia x blakeana trees.



