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From Hong Kong to Venice, Trevor Yeung
conjures objects of desire
The Hong Kong artist explains why fish tanks and a notorious tree are

“monuments to human interactions” in his new exhibitions for Para Site
and the Venice Biennale

Trevor Yeung has exhibitions coming up in Hong Kong and Venice, which explore
his interests in control, system constructions and human relationships

One of London’s most notorious plants has been replicated at Para Site
contemporary art centre, courtesy of the Hong Kong artist Trevor Yeung. His new
solo show, Soft breath, recreates a section of the so-called “fuck tree”, which resides
in a secluded part of Hampstead Heath. The oak’s roots grow at an angle that
positions its trunk close to the ground, making it possible for one, two, or more,
people to bend over it. Human intervention has moulded the tree, too: so regularly
do amorous Heath-goers rub against it that sections of the bark have been buffed
smooth.

“This tree is a physical embodiment of desire, that most enigmatic of feelings. It’s a

monument to human interactions,” Yeung says. He compares the tree’s surface to
the stone steps of ancient temples, eroded and polished over centuries by
worshippers’ feet. Indeed, the tree has acquired a totemic status among London's
queer community as a gay cruising destination.

Yeung’s installation attempts not only to recreate the tree, but the bodily
experience of its environment. The soap used to mould the tree has an “earthy”
scent: a combination of musk, soil and wood. “Smell is highly important when
cruising at night,” the artist says. “You can't see, so your other senses are
heightened”

Trevor Yeung's Night Mushroom Colon (2024), showing at the Venice Biennale until 24 November

He relates Sof? breath to his wider interest in decoding systems. “I am fascinated by
the unspoken rules of gay cruising culture: what you can and can’t say, or do; how
people move around the space.” Yeung does not shy away from the carnal
associations of the tree, yet his show is about more than cruising. Or rather, itis a
show about cruising in its totality—from its motivations to its execution and
aftermath—which considers the charged network of social and sexual relations in
which these acts take place.

The Para Site exhibition reconfigures Yeung’s project Sg/? ground, presented last
year at London’s Gasworks space, for Hong Kong audiences. Here he has
incorporated references to the Lam Tsuen Wishing Trees, a shrine in the city’s New
Territories where people throw oranges tied to their wishes, written on red incense
papers, and try to land them on the branches. “They are both trees that are affected
physically by the desire of the users,” Yeung says.

Onward to Venice

Themes of social codes and relationships recur in a different guise in Yeung's
forthcoming exhibition representing Hong Kong at the Venice Biennale, which
opens on 20 April. Commissioned by M+ museum and the Hong Kong Arts
Development Council, it will travel in an adapted form to M+ in 2025. Courtyard of
Attachments takes inspiration from Venice and Hong Kong's shared proximity to the
ocean. But while encounters with water are unavoidable in Venice—with its 150-
odd canals and the risk of rising sea levels—Hong Kong’s urban planning has, for
decades, shifted its centre inland. Perhaps this is what compels so many Hong
Kongers to capture the ocean in miniature form by owning pet fish: the Special
Administrative Region is a leading centre for the trade of ornamental aquatic life.

“Aquariums are everywhere in Hong Kong, many of them very elaborate,” Yeung
says. “Yet there are barely any fish tanks in Venice. Except in Chinese restaurants.”
At the Biennale, Yeung’s show will have around ten aquariums and water features.
Some will be site-specific, including a fountain in the outdoor courtyard filled with
water from the Venice lagoon. Many of the tanks will be fully operational with
filters and pumps, while a few will have special features. These include a water
vortex that resembles a small tornado and a blacklight that helps fish owners
monitor bacteria.

Crucially, however, there will be no fish in these waters. “If the exhibition had fish,
that’s all visitors would focus on,” Yeung says. The tanks are a vehicle to prompt a
conversation around the issues he has explored throughout his career: control, the
systems we live in and the ambiguity of human relationships. “I want to consider
the lines between control and

care that exist in our relationships with pets and, by extension, with each other,”
he says. “These seemingly conflicting dynamics draw from similar impulses. In
relationships, we can often confuse one for the other”

« Trevor Yeung: Soft breath &, unti/ 26 May, Para Site, 22/E Wing Wah Industrial

Building, 677 King’s Road, Hong Kong

+ Trevor Yeung: Courtyard of Attachments, Hong Kong in Venice (5, 20 April-24
November, Campo della Tana, Castello 2126, 30122, Venice
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Trevor Yeung on Bringing Hong Kong to Venice

Ahead of this year's Biennale, the artist speaks about his obsession with plants and aquariums, and how he hopes to
encourage audiences to actively see and experience his work

BY WONG BINGHAO AND TREVOR YEUNG IN INTERVIEWS | 09 APR 24

‘Wong Binghao Let’s start with your presentation at the Hong Kong Collateral Event at this year’s Venice
Biennale. The exhibition, titled ‘Trevor Yeung: Courtyard of Attachments, Hong Kong in Venice', will
centre on the human relationship with aquatic ecosystems and I was curious why you decided to focus

on this when many of your other works deal with plant life and horticulture?

Trevor Yeung It's funny, my fascination with aquatic life actually predates my interest in horticulture. T
had my first aquarium when I was in high school. I ended up with a crazy number of fish tanks - seven
in total - in a small bedroom that I shared with my sister. And I think, as a teenager, my interests in
plants and pet fish were always a form of distraction for me, to get away from reality. It was more like an
outlet. So, by the time I was in university and started making art, I explored this idea of using plants asa

medium.

But at the same time, throughout my practice [ have worked extensively with aquariums from as early as
2011. Live in Hong Kong, Born in Dongguan [2015] is an early work in which I placed fish species
foreign to Hong Kong into six different tanks to reflect on my own sense of belonging. Working with
aquariums depends on the exhibition venue and location, because if I am in a city like in Hong Kong,
where I'm from, it'll be easier for me to procure and manage aquariums. If I have to travel somewhere
that 'm not immediately familiar with - I don’t know the aquarium shops, for instance, or I don't know

anyone reliable to take care of the fish tank - I tend to not make those works.

Trevor Yeung, Pond of Never Enough (detail), 2024, fish tanks, stainless-steel
racks, fish pond, aquarium equipment, and canal water, 34 x 28 x 21 m
Courtesy: ® Trevor Yeung and M+, Hong Kong; photography: @ South Ho

There will be no fish in the aquariums in my Venice p The empty tanks in Pond of Never
Enough [2024], in the courtyard of the exhibition venue, resemble those in Chinese seafood restaurants.
A filtration system in the work purifies water from the Grand Canal and channels it back into the lagoon
In Venice, where so many exhibitions are on view at the same time, each show is like an individual fish
tank. Apart from directly addressing aquatic ecosystems, I see the fish tanks in my works as metaphors

for these social systems.

WB In the lead-up to Venice, you've been very busy. In addition to the Biennale, you are also showing in
this year’s Sydney Biennial, and just recently opened a solo show at Para Site in Hong Kong, in addition
to having presentations at Gasworks, London and M+, Hong Kong in the past year. How have all these

shows prepared you for your Venice project?

TY To represent Hong Kong in the Venice Biennale means a lot to me. As an artist from Hong Kong, this
is something that I have been thinking about since I started making art. So, in many ways, the Venice
project is something that has been percolating in my mind for quite some time. And one thing about my
practice is that it's almost always informed by and relies on the different locations that I find myself
making the work. For instance, the project that was commissioned for Gasworks — which is now up at
Para Site [Soapy Fuck Tree, 2023] — was inspired by Hampstead Heath, a park in London famous for
cruising. The same is true for the Sydney Biennial. I did a research trip to Sydney last year, looking at the
different flora and fauna in the city and comparing it to my hometown of Hong Kong. To be in Australia
and find these kinds of connections between both places, this is something that I particularly find

interesting.

Trewor Yeung, Ralling Gold Fountain (detail), 2024, metal plinth, fish tank,
fountain pump system, water, dyed clear quartz, processed rose quartz, glass,
and golden healer quartz, 90 « 40 * 152 om. GoUrtesy: ® Trevor Yaung and M+
Hong Kong; photography: & South Ho

And back to Venice, I think it's very different from Hong Kong but, at the same time, both cities look to
the sea. Last year, I did a residency project at Blank Canvas in Penang, Malaysia, another island city that
also looks to the sea. During my time in Penang, I visited a pet shop with many fish tanks arranged in a
specific configuration, which reminded me of the old aquarium shops in Hong Kong that sell goldfish in
particular. | was amazed that the habits of fish hobbyists were so similar in both cities. I modelled my
work in Venice after this aquarium structure. I was intrigued to find out that there is a large Chinese
community in Penang, too, and I made a series of works that reflected on this idea of a shared

community between both cities.

WB A lot of your artworks either prompt or control audience interaction. In your work, The Queue
[2023] at M+ for the exhibition ‘Sigg Prize 2023’ — of which you were a finalist - if viewers joined a
queue, they would be led to a private room displaying two of your artworks: Mr Cuddles in a Hotel Room
[2023] and Wall of a Hamster Cage (Mira Moon) [2022]. Viewers who did not queue up could just walk
right by the room and be unable to see your other work. What about controlling audience interactions

interests you?

TY It's a bit complicated in a way. It is about control but, at the same time, it's about taking charge of a
situation or understanding how the system works. For instance, with an aquarium, if you don't have full
control over it, you jeopardize the health and life of the fish inside. I can't say that the fish are happy
because we cannot really interpret their feelings but, in a way, you assume that they are in good hands.

This is a form of control but with care.

T use this same ideological approach to my artmaking, in the way that I arrange fabrics and plants to
intentionally obscure photographs in my ‘Enigma’ series [2015]. In Garden Sitter [2015], I placed a large
potted plant in front of a photograph of a person who is lying on their side, back toward the viewer. As
artists, we have a lot of control over how our work is seen and experienced but I think anyene going to
see an exhibition also has the power to experience art on their own terms. Somehow, there is this strange
power dynamic between the work, the audience and the artist, in terms of controlling how we all view
and experience art. So, when I try to disrupt how people view my work, it’s really a way to connect with
the audience, a small gesture to encourage them to see as opposed to look - to actively mave their body

and to put more effort into seeing.
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WB Can you describe how the work will also touch on the relationships between humans and non-
WB Is this a strat intend t i Vi how?
ey o e e e humans alike. How has this interrelationship with plant life or animal life changed your own perspective

on interpersonal connections or intimacy?
TY There’s one work that perhaps addresses this idea more pointedly. It's the biggest installation piece in

the exhibition: Cave of Avoidance (Not Yours) [2024]. It basically a large fish tank with a one-way TY Ithink we all are conditioned to be human-centred, where everything revolves around the human

mirror inside it so you can't stop looking at yourself while staring at the artwork. So, you are being experience. Bver with regards to my work - I'm using plants, horticulture and aquariums to talk about

invited to be part of the artwork in a way. It's also an invitation to feel self-conscious, uncomfortable, to . 5 .
the human condition. But, at the same time, the work is also not just about humans but, in a way, how we

t yourself in the very enclosed structure of an aquarium, losing yourself in there, all alone. There are . 5 .
BT i AT B extend the connection, the kinds of empathy to nen-humans. One goed example is when I used to go to

0o fish in the aquarium, so you just constantly see yourself, and others susrounding you, locking at the Goldfish Street in Hong Kong when I was a kid, they would package their fish in a plastic bag and hang it

empty fish tank with you inside it outside their store, so you could buy it directly and go back home and put it in your aquarium. But now,
people protest saying that the fish is so sad inside the plastic bag, that they are suffering. This is a change
of empathy, how we project ourselves onto the fish. Visitors can only look at themselves or project
themselves into the empty fish tanks in my Venice presentation. With all of my work, and this project in

particular, I hope to change the intimacy and relationship between caregiver (human) and receiver (non-

human).

‘Trevor Yeung: Courtyard in Venice, Hong Kong in Venice' at Campo della Tana, Castello 2126 in Venice,

Italy, opens 20 April and will be on view until 24 ber. The exhibitie

is co- ized by M+ West
Kowloon Cultural District Authority and the Hong Kong Arts Development Council, as part the Collateral
Events for the 60th Venice Biennale

Main image: Trevor Yeung, Cave of Avoidance (Not Yours) (detail), 2024, fish tanks, aquarium equipment, ceramics, plastic
containers, lamps, metal racks, fish waste, and water, dimensions variable. Courtesy: © Trevor Yeung aad M+, Hong Kong:

photograph: © South Ho

, va
M+, Hong Kong; photagraph:

m
@ Trewor Yeung ar

This is also a way of forcing the audience to feel a connection with the artwork, to not feel so removed
from it. But at the same time, when you are inside the artwork, other people are looking at you also, so
this becomes something like a frenetic experience. I love to observe people, particularly people looking
at artworks. For me, the audience is also part of the experience of the installation, so when you see the
work, you are actually being seen as well. So that shift of position becomes something that I'm quite

interested in and this is one of the works that really focuses on that.
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An artist’s love of plants helps him cope with anxiety: in his art,
butterfly palms and Venus flytraps stand in lieu of people and
challenging relationships

- Trevor Yeung uses his work to channel his struggles in connecting with his fellow humans, whether at
art industry parties or in his personal relationships

+ Some of his work can be seen as part of the group exhibition ‘Anonymous Society for Magick’ at
Blindspot Gallery in Wong Chuk Hang, Hong Kong

e Aaina Bhargava

A fake cactus made from a blowfish, groups of plants that stand for other people at parties - there's a lot to Trevor Yeung's artwork, if you care to look close enough. Photo:
SCMP

Trevor Yeung’s workspace at Fo Tan in Hong Kong’s New Territories is so lush and
green, it looks more like a botany lab than an artist’s studio. Where you would expect to
find traces of paint and an assortment of brushes, there is soil and rocks. In lieu of a
canvas, there is an abundance of flora and fauna.

“Some artists spend 15 years studying colour. I've spent most of my life studying
animals and plants; they are my medium,” says the 31-year-old. “Sometimes, I think
I’'m just a grumpy old artist who likes to stay at home with his pets and plants.”

Yeung describes himself as both shy and socially awkward. His plants, he explains, help
him connect better with humans.

“When I learn how to deal with plants, I learn how to deal with people.”

Yeung says his plants help him connect better with humans. Photo: SCMP

His connection, or lack of it, with others is a common theme that runs through some of
his works. Mr butterflies at a waiting corridor (2012), for instance, channels his acute
sense of dread and unease when he finds himself among strangers.

The piece has been recreated and is on show at Blindspot Gallery in Wong Chuk Hang,
in the south of Hong Kong Island, as part of the group exhibition “Anonymous Society
for Magick”, which closes on June 13. The piece’s title refers to both the butterfly palm
plants (also known as Areca palm) that Yeung used for the installation and the feeling
of having “butterflies in the stomach”, which can be caused by social anxiety or
nervousness.
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The artist has lined a corridor in the gallery with precisely placed plants lit with LED
lights, symbolising people standing in the entrance area of a bar or nightclub. A kinetic
element allows the plants to rotate ever so slightly as you walk by them, allowing for
subtle engagement between plant and viewer — at a party, it’s the sort of attention that
Yeung can just about handle.

Yeung says he doesn’t always go to parties, of which there are (unfortunately for him)
plenty in the art world.

“I feel nervous when I go, I’'m super conscious about myself. I’'m more like a voyeur,
but not creepy. I prefer to be an observer or caretaker. I think about how people interact
with each other, it’s more of a social curiosity,” he says.

Yeung's workspace looks more like a botany lab than an artist’s studio. Photo: SCMP

For the Lyon Contemporary Art Biennale in 2019 — an international contemporary art
event that takes place every two years in Lyons, France — Yeung made another version
of Mr Butterflies called Mx Butterflies’ Private Party.

For that, Yeung imagined yet another art world scenario in which people (represented
by plants) hanging out on balconies look down at those who might be looking up
(represented by people attending the art event) and wishing they were invited to the
party.

Sometimes, the connection between viewer and art is not so obvious. For Cacti (2016 —
2019), he uses the husk of a dried blowfish to create a sculpture that looks like a cactus.
Looks can be deceiving, though — it’s only when you take the time to look deeper and
for longer that you realise it isn’t a plant at all. In the same way, while the artist insists
he’s shy and awkward, we find him curious and engaging.

“I’m using illusion, to show how I want people to approach me [and my work] but also
how I want to approach them,” says Yeung.

Yeung says the work was conceived because he wanted to create a worthy audience —
one that would spend longer than five seconds looking at something, that wouldn’t just
take the sculpture at face value.

“Sometimes the audience is spoiled. I don’t want that unbalanced relationship,” Yeung
says. “You have to pay attention, then you’ll see something different. You get as much
out of the experience as you put into it. That is the fairness I want my work to be
about.”

During this time of quarantine and lockdown, many have turned to calm, quiet hobbies
like gardening and planting. Yeung says tending to his pet tortoises and lovebirds, and
to his plants has always been a way for him to understand and come to terms with his
anxiety.

Trevor Yeung's Mx. Butterflies’ Private Party (2019)
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Trevor Yeung's Night Mushroom Colon (Five), (2020) Photo: courtesy of Blindspot and Trevor Yeung

When he was younger, the artist was only allowed to keep small pets because of how
little living space he had in Hong Kong. He bought aquariums and stocked them with
fish — he would buy more of them when he felt anxious about his exams. Later, at
university, he switched to plants, as he wasn’t allowed to keep any animals with him.
His first plants were “insect eating plants, like the Venus flytrap”.

While plants help him better understand social interactions, he says fish allowed him
to take control of an environment (his aquariums in this case), which helped him to
battle his fear of uncertainty.

“I see the aquarium as a type of functioning system, but also an artificial landscape. I
can create a maze for my fish — guiding them through the tank, which I control. The
way that I decorate it, it’s like guiding the fish through the tank, like how you would
design a space in regards to how humans interact with it.”

Trevor Yeung's work “I could be a good boyfriend” (2013).

His desire for control is highlighted in his art through the topics of phobias and
unfulfilled relationships.

For I could be a good boyfriend (2011), the artist created a piece of art involving a Venus
flytrap. “That title was actually wrong,” Yeung notes. “I was not a good boyfriend
then, it was all about control but, at that point in my life, that’s what I thought a good
boyfriend should be. When I grew up, so did my work.”

Night Mushroom Colon (2020), which can be seen at Blindspot Gallery, was inspired by
his fear of the dark. Yeung likens this installation, of mushroom-shaped night lights
coming from a cluster of adaptors, to parents placing a night light in a room when
children are scared of the dark.

“It’s a work that is standing with you, even in the darkest time,” says Yeung.
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Trevor Yeung

% ; GALERIE ALLEN
7 59 rue de Dunkerque
A March 14-May 25, 2019
‘ / Trevor Yeung is averse to close gallery

interactions—at least between people. To

discourage them, he contrasts works big
enough to hide someone (himself, at openings)
with tiny ones visitors must bend down to
acknowledge. And just like that, you are left
alone, face-to-face with closed-circuit
microcosms. Plugged into a socket on floor
level, plastic mushrooms rear their heads from

a clutter of adapters. Like a child’s night-light,

Trevor Yeung, Night Mushroom Colon (Seven), 2017,
night light, electronic adaptors, 10 x 10 x 8".

the tiny arborescent structure exudes a soft,
multihued glow. Yet the effect discomforts. The
useless adapters of Night Mushroom Colon (Four), 2017, indicate a shrinkage of the world we
know. From restlessly shifting time zones, we are returned to seeking solace in a decorative
decoy. Above, two other works (the bigger ones) add to the feeling of impending—or present—
menace that permeates this exhibition, titled “Typhoon No. 9.” One uprooted houseplant
hangs midair, brutally strapped to the walls (Suspended Mr. Cuddle, 2019), while another is
subjected to the gust of an electrical fan dialed to maximum strength (Mr. Cuddle in the Wind,
2019).

Based in Hong Kong, the Chinese-born artist is no stranger to the severe typhoons that often
hit the region. It is, however, less the unleashed elements than the forced confinement they
cause that sets the tone for the show. Another work from his “Patient Practice” series, 2011—,
makes that clear. Just like the lamp, Patient Practice 6, 2019, showing an intricate motive traced
on a wooden surface, serves as a transitional object that provides security from unusual
situations. Yeung’s sparse gestures are no formal surprise, dwelling between a global post-
Conceptual idiom (Jason Dodge comes to mind) and the recent trend for biotopes (Pierre
Huyghe’s multiple epigones). The works, however, are infused with another sensibility. Their
tenuous one-to-one address acknowledges how feelings, affects, and emotions still, and

increasingly, operate in the lives of modern, rational beings.

— Ingrid Luquet-Gad

BOOKFORUM A&E



Trevor Yeung in his small but lively Fo Tan studio in Hong Kong, which he has rented since early 2015.
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FEAAESE T — B IR . NKAE IR ACE S B B 5 SMBE TR SR A ) . & BTG 88 (Trevor Yeung) BEE MR, A
FHMER, AREEECRT . BLRAYEERRUN, B S E RERR R . B SR BRE — R S HAE B N -
AR, HEEBMG, RERERE. REWEMEY, REAKMCTIRGER. EHE.

FHE—K, B EIEAENE. BRI E AT RIS
TBURM ) BN NSNS, RBAR TR EAE KR T
MR BUSY AT Jk B (South Ho) L3 TAESR, BI04
LEESE ZU TR

HimgRAE 1988 SEAABERISE, FAEMHENSE. HILDUR, fh—
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FEXMR RS DR DA IR, SR, | ER
FEABACHE RIS Ml T—J0rmW, RARssiEas X
B55— 75T, B EE L AR ERU S SR . SRR R I AT
HEMANEE.

T VIR SR 5 W WA (R SR AT T TR IE 0 B BE PR AR AR 20 (Y
AR S A BORE WA TRE S EBE, MRS masE k.
R TR, B ek AR B RABAT. BTA
ETES A EEEEAE R (2014—15) RS, MR ASHEA I ESE
EHER, BT ETELRENE SRR, AT Eke R
fET «EARE (Maracuja Road)» (2014), —fE{&EFRAAM
HAWE. EEMEMRN, BEREEIMTE. EfEHT2 b
RN LR 75 MR I A A Sl S T R A SR B A3
SR, ACEREBEMIA . TR T2 M2 PR T 15
SBAQH T FIBATARAR S . MUBERIES, I «FRVT LA — BT i 55 1
7 (I Could Be A Good Boyfriend)» (2011) il <BiEEFIAH 1%
(Portrait of Lonesome George)» (2015) #4855 B B4R : i At
AR R, T R AL RERE AR I B L P — IR AL R
Fo ARBMREMNHEL. MR, BEELERR, RMBEZIH
RHTBEMERE, TIARBEHENAR.

Dried, once-living and alive organisms co-exist in harmony in the artist's space,
which he also shares with the photographer South Ho.

The plant nursery in the studio, above which hangs part of a work from the artist's “Sleepy Bed” (2010- ) series, where Yeung took photographs of strangers
sleeping in youth hostels and dormitories in an observation of intimacy.

BT TR GG RIOE R R TR, ROWESUESCBR S L. RASTRREERE . . REEHAEREB BN —
o —THME. |

TETNTAE, A2 T — PR A F #E £ 1 sinningia leucotricha. JEMk/MEMINIET M T BUBNMEANE, WARRBOKS . MBERR
TRERE . | W%, RIREMEE. ANCATHEMRN TN ol Hef, B+ Ak EEE Parc Rousseau FEEMBLHT R A ST —
TEEEHEMAH [#(Enigma)) #51 (2015- ).

A table with a halved pumice rock that Yeung is working on, for a
piece in his “Enigma” series (2015- ), which looks at the
relationships between plants and humans.

YYeung watering his plants, next to windows that
overlook the green rambling mountains of Fo Tan.
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], 5 BRCT —EANGSL. At 2 AR A B SRR R IR . SR AL G2 FUBA R T AR « S ARISE (Three to
Tango)» (2014-), Bd—PRBRBUEIC S —EER . MEEMREEANY), (5 TAET T R KA AN AR KA R R 43 B . S sl OR s
WA FEER . AT, e 2012 4576 H IR ST T ABRR, AR NRMGMFANZH. HRREmAR TR (The
Bedroom Show) | .
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W, CE R R R R o B AN T AR R T RS RO AR A ) R AR A R, SEMEE.

Afish tank and various tools on the artist’s desk, where he drills, scratches, paints and refines his “readymade” objects. He says he prefers working in small-scale,
a limitation that other Hong Kong artists might view as a hinderance.

TREER I, MmERAE— A TR — & Pocky BRZIGINTHEIRM T, Mhif: [N | RFQERGAERN. | RIE. s
TR TR TEITARPIE, M. (RN L8RP, W7, AeTHREEIME —— ) B, M iR A TR, BBl T
SR, AEZEVEH)EIE L R E R .

A newly acquired South American plant in the artist's collection of flora, of which there are hardly any flowers. The artist confesses that he despises orchids as they
die easily and are aesthetically generic, whereas he obsesses over ferns and quirky details of unusual plants, like the soft, hairy leaves of this one.

HEHETROREE  ERRBARA T & L EMER T (Cacti) )
A5 (2014-) WIFEL, HLEIEFEILH RFE W) Blindspot Gallery J&
o TR AR B RR YR i 6 — YRR R R S AR iR %
BIWEIRRNRA R [RARUBER—MRUARE. | A
Y AR, BRI, B R BUR EE KA
A, BB LRGN, i TERRER . S
BRI AEMEE, R—Esil. | RMSHERRERRE. %
S5 PSR I S vk PO IE B8 A [ B

ERMME L, — S BB EB BRI N . B TR A
2015 4E S BLEF s Para Site USHISRE [ LRAEA - SRHUKRIG
F#EE K A8 (A Hundred Years of Shame — Songs of Resistance
and Scenarios for Chinese Nations) | . 7EiE g EAE, —EHA
BeAmHE R —E R T, MR AR BB B T A BRE R
FLOREABNE HARMREA. RAREENEMNRAS. I
'ﬂ”ﬁzk CERTEHE, HRHSE (Live in Hong Kong, Born in Dried blowfish, which the artist buys in bulk from wholesalers, hang in a tank.
Dongguan)» (2015), HifisRphgE i R 460 A BT, dut
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Trevor Yeung in his small but lively Fo Tan studio in Hong Kong, which he has rented since early 2015.

TREVOR YEUNG
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Behind a narrow nursery in Mong Kok’s Flower Market, tiny plant specimens glow like mutant organisms under a pulsing UV light. Hong
Kong artist Trevor Yeung inspects their bulbous caudices. Some sprout baby vines as thin as hairs; others carry cracks like those found on
hoary tortoise shells. Although diminutive in size, these plants—some of which are saplings that will eventually become trees—will add
meters to their height over time. “Sometimes things change so fast, especially in Hong Kong. I like these kinds of plants, because they grow
50, so slowly,” says Yeung, tapping with precision the pointed, semi-translucent leaves of a potted succulent.

Once a week, Yeung makes a trip here, as well as to the bird and
goldfish markets nearby, to procure flora, fish and other biota he
calls his “readymades.” He then hauls these back to his studio in an
industrial building in Fo Tan—a space shared with photographer
South Ho—to incorporate them into artworks that mimic, or create
anew, functioning ecosystems.

Born in 1988 in Dongguan, China, Yeung has made these
pilgrimages to Mong Kok since he enrolled as a high-school student
in the city, and has observed with mixed feelings the wave of
gentrification ping through the neighborhood. “This area has
become more expensive, more luxury-based,” he says, as he points
to an empty store aggressively barricaded by bamboo scaffolding,
an example of the proliferating renovations in the market. “On one
hand, I like the old way [of Flower Market stores], but on the other,
1 also appreciate that these shop owners are trying to get new

Dried, once-living and alive organisms co-exist in harmony in the artist's space,
customers in to learn about plants. It's conflicting. This is also how which he also shares with the photographer South Ho.

I feel about the art world.”

Yeung likens the forced intervention aspect of gentrification to mingling with the art crowd at exhibition openings—an activity he says he’s
become less nervous about, although he still dreads the small talk. He relieves these compulsive anxieties by creating controlled, hermetic
environments as small studies of the human condition. For his work displayed at the 10th Shanghai Biennale (2014-15), he traipsed along
Hong Kong’s Flower Market Road foraging for the passion fruit plant, notoriously unpopular for its vigorous, fast-growing vines.

Titled Maracuja Road (2014), the resulting work consists of an assembly of potted passion fruit shrubs, each entwined tightly around an
erect bamboo pole. Like the age-old Greek myth in which Tantalus is forced to eternally stand under a cluster of unreachable fruit, the
bamboo poles end inches away from an inviting canopy that hangs above, ensuring the vines can never populate the frames. The empty
space between the poles and the latticework represents a futile, yearning desire that Yeung seems to reference in much of his work; titles
such as I Could Be A Good Boyfriend (2011) and Portrait of Lonesome George (2015) point to that. However, when viewing the works—the
former a meticulously designed plant installation, the latter a grainy photograph of a man obfuscated by smoke—it is not Yeung’s own
narrative that is dominant, but one that is general and abstract enough to be relevant to anyone who sees it.

The plant nursery in the studio, above which hangs part of a work from the artist's “Sleepy Bed” (2010- ) series, where Yeung took photographs of strangers
sleeping in youth hostels and dormitories in an observation of intimacy.

“A friend once described my work as masturbatory, in that all my emotions are kind of spewing on everyone,” Yeung says with a thoughtful,
playful smile. “I kind of disagree . . . I think I actually want to create a, let’s say, ‘intimate’ moment between the audience and me. A
connection.”

At the market, his eyes alight on a sinningia leucotricha, a South American flowering plant with leaves covered in dense silvery hairs—
perfect for vacuuming up moisture. “I think I'm going to have to buy this one,” he says, fondly admiring the plant’s leaves. We hurry back to
his studio via the subway and a minibus, pressed for time as Yeung has to finish a rock and photo installation work in his “Enigma” series
(2015- ) before he leaves for a residency at Paris’s Parc Rousseau in October.



Atable with a halved pumice rock that Yeung is working on, for a
piece in his “Enigma” series (2015- ), which looks at the
relationships between plants and humans.

‘Yeung watering his plants, next to windows that
overlook the green rambling mountains of Fo Tan.

Yeung’s studio is a place where he attempts to convene the unresolved with the comfortingly familiar: while South Ho’s walls are plastered
with fixed images that capture life, Yeung’s half of the unit cultivates it. He keeps a small nursery of growing plants in one corner by the
windows, and a fish tank on his desk. Some past works are embedded in or attached to various plant pots. Cream-pink sea snail shells,
whose spindles were interlocked in the sexually uproarious Three to Tango (2014— ), share a pot with a fern. These are his work plants, not
his home plants which are kept in his apartment along with a flying squirrel and two lovebirds. The separation between his studio and home
is important for maintaining boundaries in his life, he tells me. Ironically, Yeung self-exhibited a solo show in his room titled “The Bedroom
Show” in 2012 to comment on public invasions of the private, and vice versa.

1 see on a worktable a pumice rock that has been sliced in two; Yeung later screws the halves into a sheet of glass to create an illusion of the
pumice naturally invading it. He picks up a pair of scissors to score the porous surface of the pale volcanic rock, explaining his goal of
altering the piece to make it look like a textured, mossy boulder weathered by many natural factors. Yeung likes to make dead or dried
objects alive again, or at least look the part; his Frankenstein-esque experiments are strewn across his studio.

A newly acquired South American plant in the artist's collection of flora, of which there are hardly any flowers. The artist confesses that he despises orchids as they
die easily and are aesthetically generic, whereas he obsesses over ferns and quirky details of unusual plants, like the soft, hairy leaves of this one.

Hollow sea urchin shells and barnacle clusters lurk in bowls and on windowsills, prototypes for the “Cacti” series (2014— ), some of which
were exhibited at his solo show at Blindspot Gallery, Hong Kong, in September. These works sprang from Yeung’s encounter with a dried
blowfish, which he accidentally brushed against in a store. “I thought it was a cactus at first,” he says, describing his surprise at discovering
two protruding eyes on the object. Yeung’s attempt to reenact that moment for his viewers resulted in sculptures that appear to be spherical
cacti embedded in potted soil, though closer inspection reveals the texture of fish skin and naked fin spikes through painted layers of green.
“If you looked again, you would see it—if you didn’t, you would miss it,” he says, adding that all too often, we fail to observe our
environment properly when overcome by stress, fatigue or repetition.

Overhead, a gaping dried blowfish hangs like a trinket inside a large
glass display case leftover from his work for the 2015 Para Site
group show “A Hundred Years of Shame — Songs of Resistance and
Scenarios for Chinese Nations.” For this exhibition, the tanks were
arranged in a circular composition and filled with sought-after fish
imported to Hong Kong from various parts of the world. When
viewers ventured inside this circle, they were forced to gaze at the
fat-cheeked Japanese “ranchu” goldfish or arowana native to
Southeast Asia. Aptly titling the work Live in Hong Kong, Born in
Dongguan (2015), Yeung mines his own insecurities about his
birthright and the betrayal of appearance, a recurrent motif in his

oeuvre.

The artist adds today’s purchases to the existing archipelagos of
bio-life in his studio: he slips alg; hers from the
market into the tank on his table, and arranges two new plants,
after some deliberation, in the nursery. With a slim-nozzled copper
watering can, he hydrates these plants individually, recounting the
stories behind every one of them. “South is going to hate me for
buying two more plants,” he says with a laugh as he puts down his
can. “He has to water them when I'm away.”

1dfich

Dried blowfish, which the artist buys in bulk from wholesalers, hang in a tank.

As I leave, Yeung hands me a packet of Pocky biscuits unearthed from a pile of rocks, which I refuse out of politeness. “No! Take it,” he says,
pushing the packet in my hands and peering with avuncular concern at my face. “It looks like you haven’t eaten today.” He provides a
specific set of instructions for exiting the building—“Unlock the wooden door, you can leave that metal one open, turn left, hit the lifts, take
it down to the ground floor”—and then turns his attention back to the pumice rock, which still awaits transformation. I emerge from the
industrial building into the hazy, deserted sprawl of Fo Tan where, without the artist’s guidance, I will have to find my own way home.
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