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Cultural Politics of Nostalgia

One of the regressive signs embedded in Hong Kong'’s post-pandemic contemporary art scene is a
nostalgic self-representation related to its return to China and the consequent political failure

of democratisation. Examples of this nostalgia include the Hong Kong Heritage Museum’s
Remembering Leslie Cheung, which focused on the tragic life of the city’s most beloved singer-actor;
Gender & Space at Tai Kwun, which sought to redress the underrepresentation of Hong Kong women in
gendered spaces; and Madame Song: Pioneering Art and Fashion in China at the M+ museum, which
focused on the life of Song Huai-Kuei (1937-2006), who changed the landscape of art, fashion, and
popular culture in China from the 1980s to the 2000s.

The contemporary consumption of golden-era Hong Kong popular culture and the reconstruction of

a glorious past through archival unearthing is a central topos of passionate attachment in the creative
industries, where the continuities, rearticulations, and ruptures of a historically constituted pre-1997
Hong Kong are manifested complexly and contested as a form of spectral prototypical modernity.
Fredric Jameson has argued that nostalgia became one of the essential features of late capitalist image
production in the postmodern era, appropriating the past through stylistic connotation and conveying
‘pastness’ through the glossy qualities of the image. Once seen as a sociocultural precondition,
nostalgia has become a key phrase to describe Hong Kong'’s pathological yearning for the past. What
Hong Kong audiences value in visual culture is a different mode of modernity that can erase the
conflation of a nostalgic longing for what it has lost with the yearning for what contemporary culture has

never achieved. In this ironic cleavage of narratives, the archive bridges the empty storyline of history.

The aforementioned exhibitions lack coherence in their narrativisation, despite using various artefacts
with a nostalgic touch. Catherine Russell’s book Archiveology (2018) studies how the act of reusing,
recycling, appropriating, and borrowing archival sounds and images gives scope to envision the past
and future. Fresh audiovisual structures of historical memory are often created by piecing together
archival fragments in contemporary visual culture. However, if this technological shift has significant
implications for both the aesthetics and politics of archival practices, what can it be engendering

if archiveology is indeed the new language of images and sounds in current exhibition-making? The
original archive is often misrepresented through the re-production and re-polishing of cultural figures in
exhibition spaces, resulting in a loss of the archive’s unique aura. Thus, a nostalgic tone is deliberately

evoked through a chronological narrative without any subjective contemplation or audience resonance.

At first glance, CHAT’s exhibition With the Sun, She Quells the Night — A Tribute to Rebecca Pan
appears to share a curatorial and strategic objective with other archive-centred exhibitions in its focus

on the life of Rebecca Pan, an iconic figure of the Hong Kong cultural scene, whose career spanned

film, pop music, cabaret performance, and the musical. With precise speculation regarding the exhibi-
tion narrative, however, the exhibition tries to portray the pursuit of modern women, the redefinition of
tradition, and the dynamics of cultural capital through a combination of archives and contemporary art.
This exhibition explores the turbulent life of a modern woman’s passage by blurring the line between
nostalgic fantasy, which the audience feels through popular representations of ongoing remembrance
from an ontologically uncertain position. These loci overlap with the drifting life of Hongkongers and the
fate of the archive, now scattered throughout the museum. Even the exhibition’s ambiguous title (thSETE
2R 43 KBS lit. ‘She can give me the sun in the dark’) is a palimpsest for Hong Kong as a metaphor

for the contemporary.

Topography of a Drifting Mind

At the start of the exhibition, the audience is greeted by two portraits of Rebecca Pan. One displays her
familiar image on the screen, while the other portrays her adorned with a yellow scarf dotted with white
circles, revealing her ageing present. In both portraits, she smiles enigmatically, embodying the rich
history of Hong Kong entertainment. One of Rebecca’s most renowned roles is her eponymous
appearance in Days of Being Wild (1990, dir. Wong Kar-wai) as the manipulative adoptive mother of
Leslie Cheung’s character, Yuddy. As a prostitute, she has a complex emotional relationship with the
boy she raises as her son and abstains from revealing the identity of his biological mother. Using her real
name in these brief sequences, she conveys an equivocal instinct of immigrant Hong Kong motherhood
that goes beyond nostalgia by overlapping with her real identity as a Shanghai transplant. These two
enigmatic portraits of Rebecca intertwine with the exhibition’s central storyline, connecting with her
veiled personal life and fervent role as a cultural innovator striving to push the limits of her entertainment

career as a diasporic drifter, which audiences can navigate through various sections of the venue.

If the theme of motherhood and the return of Hong Kong form a central narrative of the exhibition
featuring Rebecca’s representative images before and after its handover, the archives in the early part
of the exhibition astutely highlight the emergence of the Modern Girl, based on the comprehensive
personal history of Pan Wan Ching, Rebecca Pan’s true identity. The life of an ingénue from Shanghai
undergoes a remarkable transformation into a stylish Modern Girl who aspires to stardom. A girl in a
yellow cheongsam is closely bound to her mother and rides a rocking horse as a child, taking in the
panoramic view of turbulent Shanghai during successive periods of various political hegemony.
The archives provide evidence that Rebecca’s drifting life inevitably led her to transform herself into

a Modern Girl, neither through her own will nor as a consequence of history but rather in the liminal
spaces they share—video footage shows Rebecca singing a Shanghainese song, “Two Roads’. Pan
Wan Ching, born in the cultural milieu of Shanghai’s modernisation—a blend of traditional Chinese

and modern Western influences—is depicted through a range of archives that amply illustrate her

ambivalent life path. Having navigated Japanese occupation and Chinese civil wars, Pan Wan Ching
joins the hundreds of thousands of Shanghainese who migrated to Hong Kong in 1949, when political,
artistic, and cultural elites flocked to the city. She uses her stage name, Rebecca Pan, for the first time
in A Broken-Hearted Nurse (1953, dir. Chen Huan-Wen).

As Michel de Certeau has noted, the Other is the phantasm of historiography, the object it seeks,
honours, and buries. After deciding to become Rebecca Pan by abandoning her real name, she began
her professional career by creating an alter-ego as a cabaret singer in 1957, releasing numerous LPs
from 1959 on. During the 1920s and 1930s, cabarets and nightclubs in bustling Shanghai gave rise to a
distinctive Chinese jazz scene that fused lively American-style big band rhythms with traditional Chinese
folk melodies. Shanghai, known as the Paris of the East, boasted exclusive clubs targeting affluent
foreigners. Until the early 1920s, it was deemed daring for women to publicly perform on stage, act, or
sing, since such performances were often rife with sexual connotations. Singers like Zhou Xuan were

crucial in increasing the visibility of modern women in the Chinese cultural scene during this time.

Throughout Rebecca’s singing career, she witnessed drastic changes in the global music industry. Her
prolific tenure yielded 16 LPs, numerous EPs, and singles. During the 1960s, Rebecca even gained the
nickname ‘Travelling Singer’ for her frequent overseas performances throughout Europe, the United
States, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia. She considered it her obligation to promote Hong Kong
and introduced herself as the Pearl of the Orient to Western audiences through her music. As a result,
EMI London signed her in 1964, releasing several singles such as ‘Will the Orange Blossom Smile?’ and
‘My Hong Kong’, both sung in English but with Chinese melodies. However, given the rise of Cantonese
popular music in the 1960s and the international sensation of the British Invasion, Rebecca’s music did
not achieve commercial success. As a result, she returned to Hong Kong to sing in Chinese once again,

performing iconic melodies such as ‘Rendezvous on the Bridge’ and ‘Essence of Love’.

Even if she was not as successful as she expected to be, Rebecca demonstrated innovation and
persistence in her pursuit of stardom. The voice and ephemeral labour of the diva, restored on records
and in sound, serve as spectral conduits linking past and present. Gallery 2’s Music and Culture section
exhibits several endeavours and aspirations to recuperate what has been lost as an intangible archive,
disentangling spectrality from media and technology, all while persistently pursuing the resilience of the
female subject’s life from the archive. The resurgence of Rebecca Pan as a diva—the glittering alter-ego
of herself—appears to recall different suppressed customs, the performativity of self-orientalisation,
compositional experiments and avant-garde impulses, and the various sociocultural implications she

produced in friction with the modernity of Hong Kong.
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Archival Epiphany through Transformation

In his work, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (1995), Jacques Derrida describes the amplified de-
sire for the archive as manifesting a compulsion to compensate for the absence of memory, known as
‘archival fever’. Essentially, the archive represents an obsessive desire to return to the origins of absent
memories. Additionally, it is important to examine archives in relation to the future, where previously
overlooked traces may resurface but have yet to be incorporated into the overall system of meaning.
The exhibition provides a response to the question of which memories that have not been preserved
ought to be restored in archives. It also suggests a curatorial answer to the question of how the unar-

chivable past should be represented as a memory of the future that has not yet been arrived at.

Enoch Cheng’s commissioned multichannel audiovisual installation, Just Like Snakes, connects archival
displays by investigating the intricacies of Rebecca’s personalities, adapting the well-known Chinese
folk tale, ‘The Legend of the White Snake’. Accompanying various original archives, from actual
costumes to newspaper articles in the exhibition, the representation of the first Hong Kong musical,
Pai Niang Niang, in 1972 offers a remarkable cultural reverberation of the mainstream Western
Broadway musical scene. According to Asia magazine (1972), Rebecca invested $180,000 of her

own money to modernise a classic folktale for a musical theatre format and led a dynamic ensemble

of 42 performers. Despite these efforts, at the time, Pai Niang Niang sparked controversy in Hong
Kong. Although some praised her attempt to rejuvenate a classic tale as inventive, others perceived it
as inappropriate and disrespectful. Rebecca takes on the role of the non-human White Snake in her
experimental musical, where she embodies fearlessness and audacity. Enoch Cheng responds to Pan’s
avant-garde interpretations by highlighting her innovative artistic vision and asking how this classic tale
can be adapted to contemporary society. Furthermore, a fragmentary film recording of the presentation
was uncovered and has since been presented at the M+ Museum under the name ‘Pai Niang Niang:
The Last Osmanthus Blossom’. In this sense, the exhibition wishes to define the archive as a form of

‘accountability’ for the future rather than mere preservation and storage.

Coda

‘There lived a footless bird. This bird knew nothing but flying. When the bird got tired of flying, it leaned
into the wind and fell asleep, and the only day in its life that it touched the ground was the day it died.’
Days of Being Wild (1990)

Amid the ups and downs of her career, it remains unclear why Rebecca Pan chose Wong Kar-wai to

herald her return. A shrouded private life bridged the nearly two-decade gap between Pai Niang Niang

(1972) and Days of Being Wild (1990). The show did not go on. The exhibition bypasses the personal
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tragedy symbolised by the artist’s personal collection and photographs through the portrayal of Yuddy’s
adoptive mother in Days of Being Wild. Archival fragments of Rebecca’s personal life, including her
intimate relationship with her mother, her remorse over her late son, and her interactions with old friends
on and off the stage, are featured in the Arcade B section of the museum. The space is dotted with
personal artefacts from Rebecca’s everyday life, including home furnishings that seem to have been
inspired by Days of Being Wild, paintings gifted by her family, a carpet designed by her mother, and a
portrait of her father. These personal archives, juxtaposed with theatrical personae (fragments

of dramatised woman'’s life), are difficult to define conceptually for their inevitable transience and
susceptibility to repetition, although they possess an inherent ‘ability’ within the archive that acts as a

self-differentiating engine.

In Days of Being Wild, Yuddy frequently alludes to the footless bird. The maternal bondage Rebecca
yearns for is forever absent in cinematic reality. She acts as a stimulus for this recurring motif of moth-
erhood when she says, ‘It’s to get information about your birth mother.” However, Yuddy never directly
refers to his biological mother in conversation with Rebecca. Instead, he tells her that they could pass
away alongside each other and that it was wrong to have ever known he had a genuine mother, even
when he discovers her existence. After the biological mother declines to meet him, he departs without
regret, saying, ‘l won't expose my face to her either.” The concluding close-up of Rebecca’s unfath-
omable expression, appearing just before Yuddy departs for the Philippines, diverts into the actuality
of Hong Kong on the eve of its return to China—the return of the real mother, whose source is already
absent. Rebecca, as an object signifying the mother lost forever, represents the metonymy of drifters

severed from their Shanghai origins, causing the flightless bird to falter.

Derrida’s concept of archival possibility involves not only predicting or anticipating the possible but also
the possibility of the impossible. The archive is inextricably linked to memory and record, to history and
institutions. Between institutionally significant cultural memories and abandoned/oblivious personal
ones, the archive in CHAT’s exhibition With the Sun, She Quells the Night — A Tribute to Rebecca Pan
conveys the meaning of archival futures, thereby suggesting that the meaning of the archive is in
a constant state of delayed arrival. Through it, we can inherit the possibility of a future that never

materialised in the past but which is still ‘to come’.
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