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A journey to chineseness through cast glass

Thank you Meilin, for introducing me. I have been told that in 6 minutes I need to tell you about my work, so here goes.

I was brought up as a Chinese girl on a market garden in a predominantly Maori Community on the outskirts of Gisborne (a place called Manutuke). This life significantly influenced the way I tell my story through lead crystal glass.

Like many Chinese families, my grandfather was instrumental in providing an opportunity for my parents to understand about working on the land.  Later my parents leased their own piece of land at Manutuke and it was here where I was born, raised and learnt how to plant and harvest vegetables all the while never having time to play.

As a family our lives revolved around the seasons of the year, the chores of the week and the weather of the day. Breakfast was an eat and go time, either to the garden or school, lunch was under the macrocarpa tree when working, and dinner was always around the table. Bowls of hot rice, soup, lap ngok we made ourselves or we steamed the dried bak choi.

Later when time was differently organised in my life, I had the image of bak choi hanging on the fences.  Bak choi had a special significance in that it was grown for our own consumption. Using this image I then decided that I would make them in glass.  

For this reason I chose to create them for my first solo exhibition in 2005 - I also traced back to the days of Five Star crates when we had to pack either cabbages or cauliflowers (the crate took about 8 or 10 of each in one) and then lift the damn things onto our shoulders to load on to the truck.  Man, talk about hard work!

I also took some more precious foods that we managed to prepare and eat.  On my grandfather’s market garden under a macrocarpa tree, was a Chinese oven made of bricks and mortar.  Here we roasted pigs for special occasions like Chinese New Year. Yum, I can still remember the smell and the fact that one area was without five spice because my mother did not like it. 

Uncle Stan who lives in Rotorua used to visit us annually, and would always bring us moon cakes.  My favourite was the black dow sar, and this culinary treat reminded me of families gathering together or the Chinese community brought together on common ground to chat, tell stories and laugh.  In fact being here at this conference has a similar feel.

Other memories include other relatives whom we visited. At  great Aunt’s I used to have to eat lotus root soup, and I thought this was a kind of punishment. Being told they were good for me, made no sense at all.  So when I cast these, I set them on the light box so they reminded me of them swishing around in the soup itself.  

In that same year, after my solo, I entered the pak choi piece called “Sustenance for Winter” in the 8th Manukau Vessel & Sculpture Awards. To my surprise, I was awarded second prize. This was confirmation that I was doing the ‘right thing’ with my cast glass work but more importantly, this was about me, finding a piece of history and bringing it in to the world using a contemporary medium to tell the story.

When I received an invitation to do a solo exhibition in 2008 at my hometown museum, I thought about what to do, and decided I would continue with my theme; the story of my memories as a young girl growing up on a market garden. 

I also wanted to acknowledge the relationship between Maori and Chinese. I cast the Yin and Yang – Hinekorako meets the Dragon – as a symbol of these two worlds and how they intertwined. 

For the rest of the exhibition I returned to some of the other symbols of my childhood. Gow gee reminded me of times when we sisters sat around the kitchen table learning how to fold them quickly. They are reminders of food from the past, why you can’t even buy them at Yum char now. 

Precious too were the bitter melons we grew for the family especially my father who loved eating them.  Mother would stir fry them with black bean sauce with some meat. I never liked their bitterness. 

I am not sure how my mother found any time to do anything else but work in the garden and care for us kids, but she always found time to make us working style clothes.  These originals were made and designed by my mother, either by hand or by treadle sewing machine. 

Then there were the implements for planting seedlings, one hole, one seedling, one hole one seedling… If nothing else it made the day feel like 48 hours!

Then there was the New Zealand staple, Rua spuds. Not that we ate them. But they remind me of the hard work of picking potatoes, putting them into a old peanut oil can with handles made of no 8 wire, then cleaning them so they could be placed into sacks and finally sewing the sacks to stop their escape. No matter how I look upon it then and now, it can only be called hard work!

In this exhibition my work moved into more stylised forms shown here by the Bowl of Joy and the Bowl of Luck. All the emotions are represented in terms of the Bowl of Wealth as I realised that wealth is so much more than money.  This Bowl is now a permanent collection of the Tairawhiti Museum.  To this end my work moves me to do further study into Chinese culture, and its many forms and all their endless meanings and what they might mean to me. Therefore, presenting me with endless possibilities. 

My art is my voice that had been established in the soil of the market garden, and now expressed in the beauty of lead crystal glass.

Thank you.

Susan K Louie

Notes:  Funding was received from the Chinese Poll Tax Heritage Trust for ‘Harvesting the Happy Heart’ solo exhibition held at Tairawhiti Museum in October 2008.
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