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mall towns are by

look even more parochial,
R " as depicted in many of the
S}_S]'IOIT films by Franco-German artist

duo Sylvie Boisseau and Frank
d'Westermeyer. Their works owe
Winuch of their tragicomedy to their

portrayal of lower middle-class
Pmilieus - the petty bourgeoisie, as it
i called, somewhat pejoratively, in
' French and German. Not much
Flseems to be moving in these places,
Sexcept the wind in the trees around
®a deserted town square or the sharp
2 tongue of a plump hausfrau as she
t‘ reads gossip while sweeping the
SForridor in her apartment block.

So it is surprising that the couple

should be invited by Hong Kong-
shased curator Comelia Erdmann to
_-ome up with a show that explores
“he issue of mobility at 1a space

Halleryin To Kwa Wan, as part of this

Bfrear's Le French May.

Y€ Instead of revelling in the usual

_shanghai chic or the oft repeated

Sheme of migrants in the Pearl River

lta, their video installation

obility— Chinese is a Plusis setin
Jtuttgart in southwest Germany.

St “What's interesting about
nobility is not people moving

"round - that's just the surface - but

ht No
pies s
vecifie

Asther why people move. We wanted

14, take a good look at the human
lCei.n[s,rs behind the word mobility,”
by Westermeyer, 37,

They found them in a Chinese-
inguage school in Stuttgart, where
1e couple are working as fellows of
kademie Schloss Solitude, The
:hool offers two kinds of Chinese-
nguage classes: one for Germans,
10stly adults, and one for the
1ildren of Chinese migrants.

By taking these lessons, the older
udents feel they have moved a step
oser to a land of opportunity while
e children are brought closer to
eir ancestral culture.

“The children are learning their
10ther tongue’ like a foreign
nguage. You can see how aware
ey are of the importance of
arning it,” says 38-year-old
isseau. “Meanwhile, the adult
adents, the Germans, want to fill
emselves in with Chinese culture.”

Mobility starts out with the
iinese adolescents telling their

icher—a stern-looking Chinese

i

definition provincial but in
Germany they occasionally

matron figure - in halting
Putonghua about the differences
between their two countries. All of
them say they feel fairly alienated in
China; they'd rather stay in Europe.

But the lesson ends with a
sermon by the teacher talking about
the greatness of Chinese culture,
and the children’s obligation to be
good mediators between the
cultures. The students wear pained
expressions, as though they are
receiving a scolding.

In the second part of the film,
jolly Germans are blundering
heartily through the vicissitudes of
the Chinese language. This is both
funny and painful to watch for any
foreigner who has struggled with
Putonghua. The students are telling
one another ~in Chinese - why they
are studying the language.

While Tibet remains a thorny
issue, China enjoys a good image in
Germany and, in the accounts of the
adult students, the mainland

appears as a canvas to project ideals
upon, both of ancient wisdom and
unfettered business opportunities.
At la space inside Cattle Depot
Artist Village, the two parts of
the installation are beamed on
two opposing screens, as befits
the feedback of projections and
counter-projections in the
language school.
Neither part of the video
installation overtly interferes with
the class. There are no interviews,

Much is gained in translation between Putonghua and German,
artist duo Sylvie Boisseau and Frank Westermeyer tell Justus Krueger

Read my lips

Whenyou start

speaking a new
language, it is like
you can become
anew person

Sylvie Buiésea-il' (toﬁ.ié.f.f: mth Frank i

Westermeyer), co-creator of
Mobility - Chinese is a Plus
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painting of a can of Campb:
is another case in point.

The couple is using this1
of expression to emphasise
shift between languages car
person’s identity, especially
this person moves from a fa
cultural milieu to an alien o1
“When you start speaking a
language, it is as though you
become a new person. We li
how identity is constructed,
built,” Boisseau says.

The relationship betweei
language and identity is sonr
the couple is familiar with.

Paris-born Boisseau first
art at the Ecole Nationale Su
des Beaux Arts in the French
and later earned her master’
at Bauhaus University in We
Westermeyer, originally fror
German town of Essen, first
visual communication in
Wupperthal before artendin
future wife’s Ecole. Both nov
and work in Geneva. and
occasionally receive invitatic
residencies in Stuttgart, Chic
Berlin. Each place and, in soi
cases, different language has
influence on their identity.

50 the theine of identty -
how that changes in differen
contexts —is a common topi
two, as shown in their first jo
Meine Familie und Ich My F
and I, 1997). Westermeyer pl;
for “figure” - a phlegmatic, B
Keaton-like character in half
scenes and as many different

amilies, from the working cl

backgrounds in the va.ri::.llg
environments equip him wit
personality in each scene,
The approach of minimal
interference with the objects
themes of their art is characte
Boisseau and Westermeyer: t
tend to leave things alone. Th
is true of Mobility — Chinese is
“We let reality speak forits
says Boisseau. “It's our objer £,

L

just documentation of the lessons,
“We work with objets trouvés, found
objects,” says Boisseau, referring to
the Dada, surrealist and pop-art
practice of removing trivial objects
from their functional contexts,

This way, aspects of their identity
that are usually veiled by their use-
value are revealed - as Marcel
Duchamps did when turning a
urinal into an object of aesthetic
appreciation simply by placing
Iton a pedestal. Andy Warhol's

Mobility - Chinese is a Plus, Tw
2pm-8pm, 1a space, Unit 14D, E
Cattle Depot Artist Village, 63,
Tau Kok Road, To Kwa Wan, Inc
2529 0087. Ends Jun 13



