So much water
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So much water

“The stream is not just flowing water; she is also flowing sands, flowing stones, flowing
ecosystems. No stream is like the rigid, immoveable geometric figure on the map.
Every day the stream grows, is blocked, diffuses, deposits. The stream is far longer,
deeper, more full of twists and turns, and more secretive than we can ever measure.”

(So Much Water So Close to Home)

Along a vertical metal ladder, one descends from the ground of Hung Leng Tsuen in the northern
New Territories to the watercourse for dredging the Tan Shan River: This is Law Yuk Mui’s

method of delving into geography.

Rainfall is heavy in summer. Sounds of rainwater hitting the river, of thunder and lightning, of the
calling of insects and barking of dogs reverberate in the long and narrow watercourse. Wandering
in the midst of it all, rhythms from far and near trail about, carrying the moisture of the river,
striking upon the extensive wall of the watercourse, creating far-reaching echoes, summoning the

many memorties about the river.

Tan Shan River begins at the foot of Pat Sin Leng, gathering mountain springs and rainwater as it
meanders westward, joins Ng Tung River and extending northward, followed by Ma Wat River,
Shek Sheung River and Sheung Yue River, before finally becoming Sham Chun River in Lo Wu.
‘North of Boundary Street on the Kowloon Peninsula and south of the Sham Chun River’, later
known as the New Territories, were leased to the United Kingdom under the Convention for the
Extension of Hong Kong Territory signed between Qing China and the United Kingdom in 1898.
At that time, Indian surveyors sent by the British to the New Tetritories named the rivers. Perhaps
out of a yearning for home, they named Ng Tung River that ran through the northern district the
‘Indus’, and the tributaries of Ng Tung River were named after the other important tributaries of
the Indus River: Jhelum (Tan Shan River), Beas (Sheung Yue River), Sutlej (Shek Sheung River).
Trained to be precise in positioning and mapping, the surveyors, in a sentimental gesture,
conferred names from home upon the rivers in a foreign land, and through the act of naming,
connected the emotional bonds of utmost tenderness and melancholy across the colonial map. Yet
modern surveying and cartography is limited to the marking of territories and drawing of

boundatries; it does not discern the emotional undercurrents under the water, does not hear the



murmured stories of the sands and debris on the river bed. And so, beginning with ‘Indus River’,
Law Yuk Mui ‘surveys and maps’ her own rivers in the northern New Territories. She is solely
interested in the distance between the sky and the river bed, the length between seasons, the

shapes of memories and prayers.

During the summer drought of 1963, The Kung Sheung Daily News reported two hundred village
women in Sheung Shui who set up an altar on the top of Wa Shan by Ng Tung River, praying for
rain. They laid bamboo, flowers and fruits, fresh water, animal sacrifice beside the rain prayer

rock on the mountain top, and performed a set of ancient rituals. It is said that not long after the

ritual was performed rain fell from the sky.

In the summer of 2021, Law encountered a dried catfish in the watercourse of Tan Shan/Jhelum
River. The same summer, in front of a green screen, she reenacted the 1963 ritual according to the
archival records. Ringing a copper bell and pacing the Steps of Yu, she chanted mantras and
prayed to the Shangyang bird god for rain. With soybeans and x-ray films she produced the sound

effect of a thunderstorm. An imaginary, historical echo.

On the summer solstice of 21 June, 2013, Law first visited Ng Tung/Indus River, and recorded the

sound of typhoon under the eaves of a village house in Hung Leng Tsuen.

On the summer solstice of 21 June, 2021, Law returned to Tan Shan/Jhelum River. She installed
recording equipment on a metal ladder in the watercourse and recorded the night rain, as well as

the sounds of cicadas, birdsong, dogs barking and the machines from the scrap metal yard.

Following Tan Shan River, in the west lies Lung Yeuk Tsuen in Fanling, near which is the
confluence of Ng Tung/Indus River and Ma Wat River. When the gentle flow of pale blue water of
Ng Tung/Indus River and the rapid and opaque Ma Wat River meet, the textures and speeds of
the two rivers collide against each other, two parallel streams flow in the same river. Wading in
the river, Law collected the two waters at the confluence and their sounds in the riverbed. Water
patterns, water flows, sounds of water, water bodies, and memoties of the body wading through
the river became the data for her river surveying: The interlaced and undulating water patterns
partially illuminated by light strips, the northward meandering Ng Tung/Indus River captured by

the low flying drone, the sounds of water colliding with sands and dregs in the riverbed



reverberating in a glass bottle, in a plastic bucket, a photograph of Law wading in the river floats
upon different shades of water. In the exhibition, the only perspective resembling that of surveying
is from a drone which flew over Hung Leng Tsuen all the way north to Lo Wu railway station,
from morning till dusk. Little by little, the fading light dyed the scene into saffron. Accompanied
by echoes from the riverbed, slowly the drone glided north, overlooking farmlands, roads,
construction sites, brownfield lands connected by Ng Tung/Indus River, the New Territories and
Shenzhen, events, geographies and prayers of different times and spaces. The dark and rough
exhibition space resembles a watercourse by the riverbed, whose cavernous body is scattered with
the lives, sounds and memories left behind as the river flows past. In the corners of the space and
around the rolling chairs, Law stacks heavy sandbags, as if to protect the memories from being
washed away by the influx of water: After all, compared to written history, they appear so fragile,

likely to escape through our fingers any moment.

Very often in her works, Law Yuk Mui charts the geography of Hong Kong through water bodies.
In Victoria East where she traces the vanished seas, and From Whence the Waves Came where she
maps the trajectories of migration across the seas, the water body is not only an important
element in her depiction of Hong Kong’s landscape and geopolitics, but also a moving prism
reflecting individual memories, identities and emotional structures. From the majestic and epic
seas, to the silky, delicate-sounding streams, There Is No One Singing On The River measures the
various depths of the river through the prose structure. From gazing at the sky to the ritual on the
mountain top, from exploration on the ground to underwater rhythms, Law probes vertically into
the depths and memories of geographic space. The tiver landscapes she maps are intertwined with
microscopic, individual voices, and enduring, historical echoes, such as the regional boundaries
formed by rivers fused with dislocated homesickness under colonial globalisation, the prayer of a

fish, or the vision of a bird.

Law told me that she was reading So Much Water So Close to Home by Taiwanese writer Wu
Ming-yi. So I picked up this essay collection steaming of water vapour, and chanced upon the part
when the writer wrote about his years of fieldwork along the waters, in order to write about ‘the
things that float on water, fall silent underwater, vanish with the flow of water, and those
transformed into rainwater, infiltrating back into the soil.” Indeed, the geography through which
water flows and penetrates extends all the way down, evoking lost and invisible histories and

memoties. Overlapping and undulating, they form landscapes almost impossible to map.



Observers must go deep under their rock formations and water bodies, and connect the many

times and territories they penetrate. And such is how Law Yuk Mui penetrates into geography.



