Unlike Lei who reconstructed daily life from the past, Ng Fong-
chow tried to reconstruct a state of mind. It seems Ng was
asking whether the old ladies had ever thought of finding peace
of mind in religion as they faced the predicament of a poor
and solitary life. Ng decorated the room with red lamps that
were juxtaposed with photographs of religious icons and two-
dimensional dolls made of cloth. The project helped Ng
approach the same question from the other way round—
perhaps the old ladies had been even poorer before their stay
at the House, meaning they managed to lead a generally
happier life in the House without the comforts of religion. The
work was stimulating; the questions remain. In the end, through
an understanding of the elderly, one might even find oneself.
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place. There was also an artistic translation of those ideas, eg, Frank Lei

arranged some old clothes, a five-drawer chest, Chinese Nanyin, and a wash

basin under dripping laundry. All these seemed to aim at reconstructing the

daily life of the elderly ladies in their time. The floral-patterned clothes in red

and blue, and the way they were discarded,reminded people of the Italian

artistic style of the 1960s, Arte Povera. Artists who belonged to this movement

were opposed to the commercialization of art.That's why they always used

materials belonging to the people in their work. Lei's work resembled a series

of works made of rags by Boltanski—the rags were used to reconstruct past

life and commemorate the deceased. But Lei's version was localized. A wash

basin, bamboo poles, a five-drawer chest, and the Chinese Nanyin are all very

local. They all evoked visitors' emotions, especially those of one of our

members, Kith Tsang. Being over forty, he was caught in the thrill of experiencing
a familiar past in a foreign place. No wonder he could not stop taking pictures.

The Old Ladies House made James Chu think about flowers blooming and

perishing. It seems he is very interested in the concept of time. Bottles of lilies were

placed on paper mirrors. The work changed through time. Every time the visitor looked

at it, the work was different. It was a very different take from the traditional approach of
commemorating an abject or historical event through the use of sculptures made of

durable materials like copper and stone. What Chu was commemorating was the permanence of
"change itself”,

Chu had the swing in the courtyard replaced by rosewood chairs. If he had had those chairs placed
in the hall, everyone would have had their rightful place according to age and family status. The
power structure would have been expressed. But placing those chairs in the courtyard helped dissolve
that power structure. The chair was for leisure only. Perhaps it meant a return to youth? Or a stoic
submission to life? | still feel the installation worked very well in the House.

The three male artists approached the House in a melancholic way. In contrast, Joey
Ho's work was more political, advocating a sense of the new women in a new era. Many
of these women were not satisfied with the conventional choices in the life of a woman—
getting married, taking care of a family and raising babies. Rather, they chose to live on
their own despite social pressure. These ideas are still ahead of their times in the modern
Asian world, and are admirable. Ho's work, entitled "Women of the New Era—Brainy,
Pretty, Smart", had included the artist's written narrative, "Many women of the new era
are independent. They are attuned to themselves and strive for self-actualization through
the gathering of knowledge. They know everything from fashion, shoes, shopping, hairstyle,
makeup, body and health, restaurants, diet, entertainment and movie stars. Today, new
women are no longer mere flowers with subsidiary roles." She pasted newspaper all over
the room and had a high-heeled shoe kicking open the bottom of a bird cage. There is a
saying that modern women go from one cage to another— wearing high-heeled shoes is
a modern form of foot-binding. It is a form of coercion that aims to satisfy male fantasies |
rather than a practice arising from female needs. It connotes neither independence or
autonomy. Some say wearing high-heels, dieting and slimming down boost women's |
confidence because these make their lives happier with dates all year round, that they
express a form of autonomy. There may never be any conclusive definition of what exactly
is transcendence.

If there is anything that comes back to one's body and its immediate surroundings, the thick
book of visitors' responses ought to stand out first. Some comments were about the works.
Others said the House was haunted and full of mosquitoes. That the work stimulated so much |
attention makes one admire the strenuous efforts of the organizer in promoting art. In addition, |
the backgrounds of participating artists were very interesting—from businessmen to
disc jockeys. They were not just members of the organizing institution. This shows
the openness of the organizer, which led to the diversity of work. | still remember how
a talk under the tree the other day reminded me of how charming it was to listen to
story-tellers in the shade of an old pine tree. | hope that more of such cultural activities,
so full of vitality, will take place in this charming place. ps firansiated by yang yeung)




