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Ni Hao!

Hello Jiang Zhi,

Ni hao!

I heard from Isabel Ching that you would like
me to comment on your work. So here goes!

I have been trying to find a peephole where I
can look into Jiang Zhi’s mindscape. So far, I
don't think I have had much luck. However,
when I learned that Alexander Pushkin was
your favourite poet and that one of his poems
had been an inspiration to you, somehow I
began to feel a bit more optimistic.

If by life you were deceived,
Don't be dismal, don’t be wild!
In the day of grief, be mild
Merry days will come, believe
Heart is living in tomorrow;
Present is dejected here;

In a moment, passes sorrow
That which passes will be dear.

This little poem, you said, had been responsible
for seeing you through some heavy times
in your younger days. (This reminded me
of how LuXun used to inspire me to eschew
conformity.)

The American singer-songwriter Bob Dylan,
when talking about his own idols James Dean
and Elvis Presley, said, “You see something of
yourself in them” I wanted to speculate that
perhaps Jiang Zhi might have seen something
of himself in Pushkin. So I started to scratch the
surface of Pushkin’s work, gaining in the process
a passing acquaintance with Eugene Onegin,
hoping that either Pushkin or Onegin might

give me some clue that would lead to some
insight into your work. But I got side tracked. I
became fascinated instead with something that
kept cropping up during my reading on Pushkin
- the concept of “the superfluous man”

I found, for example, one posting on the net by
one Pamela J. Won. The title of Won’s thesis is:
The Superfluous Man in 19th Century Russian
Literature and 20th Century Existentialistic
Embodiment. This is what I read:

“The superfluous man is defined as: the Russian
archetype who is usually educated, intelligent,
handsome, and idealisticc but wunable to
engage in effective action. He is a bystander, a
drifting individual who cannot bring himself
to set a foundation for life, but instead pursues
innocuous moments of pleasure until boredom
becomes a dominating factor...”

I wondered if perhaps this concept of the
“superfluous man” might serve as the peephole
I had been looking for. ‘Educated, intelligent,
handsome, and idealistic could fit the bill
However, I am not so sure that ‘not being able
to engage in effective action’ is quite appropriate.
So I decided to move on and continue my
search.

In my musings around and about your work,
I started to imagine myself wandering along
the waterfront of an island in Baisha River
near Yuanjiang. I was on my own, without any
knowledge of the place. Suddenly a surreal
panorama of strange images began to appear
before my eyes: the crumbling remains of
ancient ceramic kilns where broken pieces of
pottery were once excavated; square-shaped
fishing nets; wooden rafts that ferried fishermen
and commuters alike from the western Hunan
district to Yuanjiang; and brothels and gambling
dens run by the women - strange and haunting
images.

Suddenly, Thad this urge to become a fly perched
on the rim of Jiang Zhi’s hat on that day when
he and his hometown friend, Zheng Zhihua



concocted a wonderful sentimental journey
to that very same island on the Baisha River.
This outing turned out to be a ‘treasure hunt’
where they found the Dragon Root, a tree root
that looks like a dragon. Balancing precariously
on that hat, I badly wanted to be part of their
conversation, to share their laughter and the joy
of their discoveries.

“What did you mean when you talked of
‘dragon-water culture’?” I would have asked.

“Would it be possible to re-enact another
treasure hunt outing, perhaps at another place,
in another time? If you do it again, can I join
you?” I would have persisted.

I wanted to say to you, there and then, that I
thoroughly enjoyed watching you guys having
a good time.

(For a fleeting moment, I found myself
transported to yet another place and another
time... Shou Xian in Anhui, the town famous for
producing Chinese ink ... a place I have never
visited, only heard about it when the name of
the place appeared in the chart of my family
tree. Apparently, that was where my forefathers
originally came from more than twenty
generations ago. Amazing! And you probably
wouldn't believe me if T were to tell you that my
name actually appears on that family tree chart
too.)

I also wanted to tell you that I really liked
the way you commented on those landscape
paintings done by your friends when you
said, “The unique qualities and details in their
painting described the hometown in their
hearts” (Heart? Not many people talk about
‘heart’ these days. And when they do, you can
never tell whether it is truly from the bottom
of their heart.)

You recalled how over the years the changes that
had taken place to the place around Yuanjiang;
you mentioned that painters from the cities
came to paint there because they said Yuanjiang

was beautiful, but they never managed to
capture that beauty in their paintings.

(Yes, there and then, you reminded me of the
numerous Singapore River paintings I have seen.
I could tell you that very few of them managed
to inspire me in any meaningful ways!)

And you yarned about the girls—that the girls
in Yuanjiang had always been more beautiful
and full of humour and grace than those from
the neigbouring districts. And you said it with
a straight face!

(On the subject of girls/women, I would say that
Chinese women are not just beautiful to look
at. They are able. Didn't the Chinese women
win more gold medals than men in the Beijing
Olympics? If you consider that statistically there
are alot less women than men among the whole
population in China. I wonder why. )

Momentarily, I found myself drifting in different
times and different places; negotiating my way
along passageways that were simultaneously
both familiar and unfamiliar; sliding into a
world where opportunities for speculation and
meaning making were plentiful. Deliciously,
I landed softly in the middle of a labyrinth
where the quiet intensity started to unsettle my
equilibrium. In the midst of this multi-sensory
world I began to float like a petal of cloud,
without any sense of time and place.

It was so wonderful! I wished I didn’t have to
wake up. But I did, reluctantly.

I think you guys are so lucky to be part of a
big country like China, a country that has a
long history. I always envy Chinese artists for
having that wide scope of history from which
to contemplate the concepts of time and place.
Needless to say you also face huge challenges
when dealing with political, social and cultural
issues today. I have often felt that among other
issues in the contemporary Chinese society,
the question of time and place can be explored
interestingly and critically. Unfortunately, some
Chinese artists, seduced by the ridiculously over



inflated prices on the art market, seem to have
lost the capacity to cogitate about many important
issues relating to art and cultural production. I
have heard that someone once remarked that
contemporary art in China today appears to
be a big enterprise. He went on to say however
that not all established contemporary Chinese
artists are conceptually engaged or intellectually
curious. From the first-hand experience T had on
my recent trip to Beijing, I find it hard to disagree
with such an observation.

It was, therefore, a pleasant experience for me
to meet up with you. After visiting your studio,
listening to the very few words you said during
our meetings, viewing your works in different
exhibitions and reading what you have written
and what has been written about you in various
publications, a picture of an innovative, curious
and passionate artist-poet emerges — a thinking
wanderer who continuously travels in the sea
of words and images, a dreamer who enjoys
inventing, re-inventing and brain teasing.

You voice your concerns about the world you
live in, both as an individual and as an artist.

Youjourneyed fromyourhometowntoHangzhou
to study at the China National Academy of Fine
Arts, then left for Shenzhen to work as a journalist
for almost a decade. You next traveled to Beijing
to establish yourself as an active practicing artist.
Moving from one place to another, changing
from one profession to another, you seem to
have navigated many paths in life so seamlessly.
I hope you won't think I am too presumptuous
if I speculate that your sense of time and place
seems to have played a vital role in your decision
to keep on the move in life. Similarly, your sense
of time and place is often reflected in the work
you have produced over the years — from your
earlier work to your more recent work; from wall
pieces that involved photographic processes to
installations that appear so innocuously casual
and instantaneous.

I particularly appreciate your quick action
and perseverance when I heard that you took

a night flight to Chongqing, headed straight to
the scene of the infamous Dingzihu, the ‘coolest
nail house in the history’ where the residents
had refused to move out, even under immense
pressure from the authorities. I understand
that you wanted to do the shooting before the
building was pulled down. In this instance,
timing was important! You titled the work
Things Would Turn Nails Once They Happened.
I like that!

Another example I remember is the work in
which you juxtaposed two sets of images, one
taken of a woman in 2001 after a mastectomy
operation and, another taken many years later of
a transvestite after having his breasts enhanced
by plastic surgery. Here, the time lapse of two
images taken was never a problem. The title of
this work, if I remember correctly, is M+1, W-1.
I like that too. (I once asked a student when she
presented only one single photograph for whole
semester’s work, “How long did it take for you
to complete this work?” Without mentioning
the research and preliminary work she did
prior to her final presentation, she said, “Less
than a second”)

In the installation included in Homesickness, you
invited Zheng Zhihua to show his conventional
landscape paintings completed over a period
of many years. You also included the screening
of footage you took during that “treasure
hunt”. This work, as I recall, consisted of a wall
comprising little old landscape paintings by
Zheng, a video showing footage of you guys
carrying that tree root on the beach, and your
dust drawing on the opposite wall of the image
of a naked boy masturbating.

In all the work I have just mentioned, the sense
of time and place seems to always be a factor
and manifested via multi-layered, over-lapping
and thought provoking presentations. Standing
in front of your work in Homesickness, 1 was
pleasantly puzzled by its ‘fragmented sensibility’
and challenged by its intertextuality.

One of the things I would like to mention here



is that you have never hesitated to acknowledge
the role that your wife has played in some of
your important moments in making your work.
You mentioned in the interview that in M+1,
W-1, it was your wife who suggested that you
took the picture of the woman who had her
breast operated on. It was also at your wifes
insistence that you took that night flight to
Chonggqing to film the scene which culminated
in the work Things Would Turn Nails Once They
Happened.

(I think we have something in common here.
Over the years my partner has always played
an important role at critical moments in my
working career. You and I both appear to
appreciate and acknowledge our partner’s
contribution in the work we do. By the way,
I hope your wife is able to come to Singapore
when you have your show here.)

Before I forget, Id like to talk to you about the
word ‘mindscape’ which I used at the beginning
of this letter.

My friend Lee Tong Soon recently delivered a
paper in a conference in Singapore, As I could not
attend his lecture, he sent me a soft copy of the
paper. The title of his paper was: Music, Society And
The Asian Soundscape. In his presentation, one
of the many interesting questions he posed was:
“How does music shape the way we understand
ourselves and the environment in which we live?”
I mention it here because I think as visual artists,
we might also want to ask ourselves the same
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question: “How does contemporary art shape the
way we understand ourselves and the environment
in which we live?”

In the same paper, Lee spoke about the use of
soundscape and the importance of its social
context. 1 find his elucidation of soundscape
interesting because it involves a consideration of
time and place. I ask myselfif as a contemporary
artist - even when ‘mindscape’ is defined simply
as ‘picture of mind’s contents or ‘imagined
scene’ — is it possible to avoid pondering the
social context when making ‘cut, ‘copy, ‘paste’
and ‘save’ or ‘save as’ in regard to my own
mindscape?

Since your coming shows consist of mainly
photographic images taken of ordinary objects,
I like to end this letter by sharing with you a
quote I have recently come across:

“The camera is an instrument that teaches
people how to see without a camera.”

Dorothea Lange
(1895-1965)

I wish you all the best for your coming
exhibitions in Hong Kong and Singapore.
Yours truly,

Cheo Chai-Hiang
20 August, 2008.
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Pre ace
Isabel Ching

My first encounter with Jiang Zhi’s work was the 12 min video Onward! Onward! Onward! displayed
at the entrance foyer of the Osage Kwun Tong space. It was the occasion of the group exhibition
“Chinese Whispers” (staged in March —May 2007). With amusement, I observed the work’s subtly
layered messages conveyed through the demeanor of political figures, its spatial consciousness, and its
ironic commentary as each leader - Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin run after each other
in that order. Confined within their own black space in the video work, they keep running forward,
increasingly exhausted. The form of running is thus highlighted rather than any narration of progress.
This work manages to speak simultaneously of China’s past, present and future, the psyche that underlies
China’s rapid transformation, and the by-products of historical alienation and inexpressible anxiety
engendered by unrelenting development. Already, this first encounter demonstrated to me an artist
who is keenly adept at revealing psychological and other internal states on individual and collective
levels.

Onward! Onward! Onward! aroused the sympathetic response of Qiu Zhijie who has always been
concerned with investigating the psychology of the modern Chinese state in “The Altar of Progress”
The essay opines that the video “opens up new possibilities for us to understand history” and also notes
how Jiang Zhi infuses his work with “a knowledge of life, an understanding of fate”. Reproduced in this
catalogue, this marks the first time that the essay is published in printed form.

Qiu and Jiang Zhi have been good friends since the days when Jiang Zhi was a student at the China
Academy of Art. An earlier write-up by Qiu (“Look at this person Jiang Zhi’, 1997) partially detailed
the genesis and development of Jiang Zhi’s early photographic work Suckers, wherein Jiang Zhi’s friends
were goaded into posing as members of a new mankind (this work was subsequently selected for
“Canton Express” in Zone of Urgency curated by Hou Hanrun in 2003’s Venice Biennale). In this essay,
Jiang Zhi is revealed to be a sensitive young man of fantastic imagination, harboring some degree of
paranoia and anxiety that feeds his creativity, and capable of finely tuned insights. From an early stage
of his artistic career, Jiang Zhi has been writing novels while taking photographs. His literary and
photographic inventions sometimes work together to flesh out the idea, subject matter, story or fantasy
of Jiang Zhi.

Both the inter-textuality of his work and the privileging of the artist’s individuated experience form
interesting aspects of Jiang Zhi’s art practice. In the process of preparing for this solo exhibition “On
The White”, we met and spoke on many different occasions. One particularly meaningful meeting was
the occasion when I visited Beijing with the Singapore-based artist, Cheo Chai-Hiang. It was 22 May
2008 when Cheo and Jiang Zhi were introduced to each other at Timezone 8 café located in the 798 art
district. Led by Jiang Zhi, we visited two group exhibitions in the 798 district including the exhibition
titled “Homesickness” featuring Jiang Zhi’s collaboration with Zheng Zhihua, a landscape painter from
Jiang Zhi’s hometown in Yuanjiang. Jiang Zhi’s work - a wall image of a young boy’s masturbating
profile made with dust, references Zheng Zhihua’s landscape paintings, which were in turn exhibited



together with Jiang Zhi’s documentary of a group activity of treasure hunting
amongst childhood friends in his hometown. The other exhibition we visited
contained a version of Jiang Zhi’s dust installation If By Life You Were Deceived
- a homage to the poet Pushkin.

Both works connect to Jiang Zhi’s memories of coming of age. Complex and
self-contradictory, they entail an unwillingness to part with irretrievable past
ideas, time and space with no small dose of irony. Indeed, the loss, ennui and
regret in Jiang Zhi’s work are often tempered with humor. Knowing Cheo as a
flawlessly meticulous thinker and considered practitioner of conceptual art, it
is with great pleasure that we are able to reproduce here his ‘letter’ to Jiang Zhi,
expressing some thoughts about the younger artist's work. It was also fortuitous
that after Cheo and I had to leave, Jiang Zhi visited another art gallery and was
immediately possessed of a feeling when he encountered an ordinary black cloth
that separated a video room in the gallery. The combination of the disposition
of the artist at that moment and the ambience created by the black cloth inspired
a new series of works (The Constantly Reaffirming External World) that are also
included in this exhibition.!

Jiang Zhi has often been classified as producing conceptual photography or
experimental art. In fact, both conceptual and experimental art can be slippery
notions when applied to different contexts. Experimental in the Chinese context
in the 1990s had more of a sense of contemporaneity, rather than manifesting
as a type of sustained experimentation that either emphasized stylistic/technical
innovation or allied itself with avant-garde tactics.> Moreover, the injection of
a conceptual approach to experimental photography (that came to be called
conceptual photography in Chinese contemporary art) had resulted in its
intermingling with other forms of art that surfaced in the early to mid-1990s.?
As many have noted, Jiang Zhi is an artist whose “unclear status” is “difficult
to classify”. This is not just in terms of the historical movement to which his
work can claim to belong, but also its mode, style and influences. I see him as
an artist interested in how art can enter the various dialogical planes in society
and achieve a potency beyond the circumscribed field of art. His creative energy
can hardly be contained.

In some of Jiang Zhi’s better known photographic works, the careful construction
of theatrical scenarios and the emphasis on small characters and micro-fictions
manages to successfully expand individual focus and individual feeling to
discourses on common social issues and even universal phenomena. The
political, cultural and social upheavals in China in the last few dacades saw the
large-scale migration of the rural populations to the cities, the sharp contrast
between the lifestyles and spatial organization of the rapidly developing city
and the country, and the sense of loneliness and alienation of the new urban
lifestyle. In Things Would Turn Simpler Once They Happened and Things Would
Turn Illusive Once They Happened from his “Light Series”, Jiang Zhi not only
highlighted the individual’s desires and ‘false hopes, but also stages these dream
scenarios in either urban spaces (both populated and disused), or spaces that
exist at the margins of the urban, in order to show the quality and condition

1

From the journal of Jiang Zhi

dated 22 May 2008. Jiang

Zhi also maintains an active

blog at http://jiangzhil1971.
spaces.live.com/

2
‘Wu Hung, Making History,
Timezone 8 Ltd,, 2008, at
pages 30-32 and pages 41-42.
This book was incidentally
purchased by Cheo on the
exact day of 22 May 2008 at
the bookstore of Timezone 8
café, whilst waiting to meet
up with Jiang Zhi.

3

‘Wu Hung, Making History,

Timezone 8 Ltd, 2008, at
page 108.

4
For instance, cf. Li Zhenhua,
“Jiang Zhi: Unclear Status”,
2007, partially reproduced
in Visual Production vol
5-6/2007, pages 24 - 35, at
page 32. Li also writes that
“From 1992 till now, Jiang
Zhi’s works have never been
synchronous with the trend
of Chinese contemporary
art’, at page 31.
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of the people that cling on to these chimeras that are representational of a generation’s experience.
From Things Would Turn Nails Once They Happened, one can decipher the background of the extensive
demolition and construction of modern China from the nineties onwards. Further, the combination
of gently nuanced meaning, poetic feeling, and intense drama in his works brings about an ambiguity
that not only hints at the structures of fantasy and control in contemporary life, but also gives rise to
unknown fresh potentialities and feelings.

A type of new, almost cynical utopia emerges in his “Rainbow” series that started from the year 2005.
Transplanting a rainbow made up of brand names and commercial signs into the common space of
the masses high above the picture plane, the old ideals, glowing hopes and historical memory of the
Chinese people are shown to have been replaced by a gay and unburdened consumerism. By the end
of the “Rainbow” series” completed in the second half of 2008, the message in the large photographs
“Rainbow Out of Service 03 and 04” has morphed into something much more ambiguous and
ambivalent. Curving over the beautiful panoramas of the highest mountain in Yunnan and the
Himalayan peaks in Tibet, ancient symbols of spiritual zenith, the reach of commercialism in this age
has perhaps become so pervasive that it has subverted the order of spirituality. No longer generated
simply by human desire, it functions as an eerily inviolable aesthetic. The meaning of these two final
works in the series is further complicated by the appropriation of photographs taken by a commercial
photographer of cultural geography. Transformed into art ‘re-representations, they showcase the multi-
layered ideas in Jiang Zhi’s works and the contemporaneity of his practice.

In the new video work The Beginning of the Universe, Jiang Zhi goes beyond individual narrative to
speak directly of the universal in a Chinese New Year display of fireworks in Beijing. Extravagant
displays of fireworks have been around since the Song Dynasty in China and continue to capture the
imagination of the masses in grand celebrations all over the world. By alluding to the creation of the
world and heavenly bodies through the burst and flames of pyrotechnics, the work exhibits a spiritual
mindfulness complete with Jiang Zhi’s characteristic humorous observations on life, underscored by a
sense of loss and inevitability. Afterall, every hopeful beginning is destined to have an end. Power and
energy, no matter how proud or furious, will burn itself out. In the grand scheme of things, these are
but ‘drops in the ocean.

I'm Your Poetry and You Can’t See My Rage contain an analysis of the operations of desire on the
body and a critique of social constructs that can (almost) be seen from a feminist viewpoint (thereby
demonstrating the gender ambiguity of many of Jiang Zhi’s works). The former set of works presents
a cruel semiotic joke taken to the extreme. Again, we see Jiang Zhi’s characteristic irony and humor at
work, albeit this time of an even darker flavor, while a fresh aesthetic feeling surfaces - an instinctive
disgust curiously mixed with a beautiful sense of etherealness. The older work You Can’t See My Rage
meanwhile teases out the contrasts of the taut posterior and straightened legs with varying contexts and
settings, displaying a type of playfulness that is keenly conscious of the associative functions in gender
classifications.

In a different vein, the new photographic works On the White, Fate, Corner and Sleepless featured in
this exhibition do not approach gender from the angle of social construct. The marks of gender have
been blurred by the cloth covering, though the bodies in many of the photographs are still identifiably
male and female. These avoid simplistic ‘Self” and ‘Other’ definitions as the two bodies are irreversibly
enclosed within the same space. Rather than emphasizing difference, mystical force and tension seem
to govern the co-existence of the male and female bodies, representing a sort of yin/yang co-dependence
that underlies the basis of life. Jiang Zhi’s eye has turned inward in this new endeavor.



In contrast to the works from the “Light Series’, the white cloth does not
obliterate, but merely makes indistinct the forces at work. In this way, Jiang Zhi
tries to intimate what is experienced and felt rather than theorized or verbalized.
These works also try to move away from construction, towards movement.
When compared to the photographs in the “Light Series”, the new works can
be discerned to be less tightly choreographed. General instructions were given
to the pair of dancers, after which they were free to move based on their own
decisions, time and rapport, with Jiang Zhi ‘documenting’ their ‘performance’
Hence, the impact in the dramatic moment and the arresting stillness of his
“Light Series” photographs is rather more subdued. Instead, the theatricality
lies in the setting, and is accented by pace and demarcation of space.

These works mark the shift from exploring the effect of “White Light” to that of
“White Cloth”. What ensues is a meditation on the spirituality and beauty of the
pure, encompassing field of whiteness, rather than the demolishing character
of violence in white light. The outspread cloth, in place of the focused beam of
light, manifests a fluid form and visual/conceptual ambiguity from which can
arise intuition, direct insights and a nuanced understanding that approaches
the truth.

A “knowledge of life, an understanding of fate”. When considering these new
photographs I am brought back to Qiu Zhijie’s description of the disposition of
Jiang Zhi’s work Onward! Onward! Onward! It is understanding this inescapable
operation of fate — in encounters, relationships and struggles, that brings about a
knowledge of life and subdued feeling for it. Hence the artistic concern of how
beauty and sensuality can arise despite, or even directly from this inescapable
entrapment, and what the quality of this beauty might be.

This new set of works is striking in its seriality.” Each photograph in a series
operates like a variation, while each series operates like an act in a play or a
movement in a symphony. Life is shown to be rising and falling in rhythmic
waves and gradations, which reminds one of a John Cage composition. The
music composer’s idea of music as “a purposeless play” which is “an affirmation
of life - not an attempt to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements
in creation, but simply a way of waking up to the very life we're living™ resonates
with Jiang Zhi’s approach in these works.

The consciousness of spatial enclosures and the forces at work therein
already displayed in Onward! Onward! Onward! are developed with more
sophistication in the new series On a White, Fate and Corner. The spaces
operate at two physical levels: first, the setting - whether a staggered sequence
of walls, a blank expanse of white-ish wall, or a corner formed by two walls,
and second, the (often shared) space under the cloth that exists within this
setting. The spaces respectively defined by the walls and the cloth demonstrate
independent intensities. Nevertheless, the latter smaller space is still limited
or positively affected by the external space within which it exists (most
demonstrably in Corner).

5
When asked whether he
likes to make his works as
series in a 2008 interview
with Wang Yanxian, Jiang
Zhi replied -“.. T feel I
cannot express it only in
one sentence. It’s just like
writing a poem. I have to
write several sentences,
phrases or chapters.”

6
John Cage, “Experimental

Music’,1957 lecture,in
Silence: ~ Lectures  and
Writings, Wesleyan

Paperback, 1973 (first
edition 1961), page 12.
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The larger space is sometimes precisely characterized by its banality - dirty
bricks, peeling paint, power sockets. Indeed, Jiang Zhi’s attention is often given
over to the mundane, the mediocre and the insignificant moments that describe
the human condition. The combination of feeling, rhythm (in poetry & music),
form, repetition and the commonplace induces a contemporary trance-like or
meditative experience when viewing these works. A multi-source and multi-
layered art practice thatappeals to various senses and mental faculties is revealed.
It is hence with a deathly silence that one feels the impact of the latest series, The
Constantly Reaffirming External World. Unlike the series utilising white cloth,
these photographs of an average black cloth are emphatically unchoreographed.
They are also segregating, rather than connecting or allowing for connections
to be made. Yet the black cloth shows a mutability and sensitivity differentiated
from the usual associations of permanence and numbness with death derived
from Western traditions. Life and death are perhaps two sides of the same
coin; life’s very definition and existence is only the other face of death’s. Where
there is life, fantasy, false hope, subdued hope, beautified hope and even lost
hope can exist and their states are changeable; but death is not the absence of
hope and the invalidation of possibility. The black cloth glimmers and flashes
soundlessly.

Jiang Zhi also explores his imaginative frontiers and the span of his creative
expression through writing. His essays (included in this catalogue) also reveal
the type of intimate dialogue and correspondence between the textual and the
visual fleshing out of his thoughts. His A Work is a completely fictional novel
of an imaginary artwork that exists only in the mind of the artist while An Art
Critique of Yang Jia is a fantastical piece that re-invents Yang Jia as an artist.
Yang Jia murdered a group of unarmed policemen a few months ago and his
case has led to fervent debate in Chinese society and art circles. “Instead of
condemnation, he has received widespread approval from Chinese internet
users, or netizens, for his apparent act of defiance’” even attaining the status
of a national (anti)hero. At issue are the deficiencies of the Chinese criminal
justice system and its attendant lack of fair hearing and abuse of investigative
powers, as well as the plight of the unemployed and disadvantaged in China.
Jiang Zhi not only looks at the actions of Yang Jia through the lens of artistic
performance, but also re-represents the photographs taken by Yang Jia that
were posted on his blog as artworks.

Through this exhibition and catalogue we hope to show the diverse ideas,
personal feeling, poetic sensibility, social concern and the “unclear status” of
the artist Jiang Zhi. We trust you will enjoy On The White.

7
Full  report in  The
Telegraph, UK, 2 October
2008, also found at http://
www.telegraph.co.uk/
news/worldnews/asia/
china/2627001/Chinese-
cop-killer-becomes-
internet-hero.html. ~ Yang
Jia is a young unemployed
Chinese man who on 1
July 2008, the founding
anniversary of the Chinese
Communist Party, stormed
into a Shanghai police
station  after  throwing
Molotov cocktails at it, and
brutally stabbed to death
6 unarmed policemen. 2
years prior to this event,
he had been wrongly
detained and beaten up by
the police in Shanxi. After
many petitions, he was
recompensed some amount.
Then on 5 October 2007, he
was again interrogated by
the Shanghai police over a
suspected bicycle theft. He
claimed for compensation
but was rejected.
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In this exhibition, we bid farewell to the Jiang Zhi who is filled with fantasies, touching on sociological
investigation, unveiling realistic metaphors, and encounter this Jiang Zhi who is beyond time, illusory,
dreamy, melancholic, but still neurotically sexy. Art no longer serves as a medium carrying information,
but becomes a kind of breath instead. It is like there are two Jiang Zhi(s) taking turns to appear in the
works signed by Jiang Zhi. Of course, maybe there is a third Jiang Zhi existing in some other space, who
is created by words.

1. Ambiguous duality: On the White, Corner, Sleepless shows the transfiguration in separation,
entanglement, struggle, and mergence. Enshrouded by white gauze, the difference between man and
woman becomes ambiguous and inexplicit. The duality of it is sublimed, blended and made vague, just
like the concealment and illusion he had created with white mist. Definite depression and sexual fantasy
become invalid here.

2. Sexual act: The function of male and female genitals is replaced by dance posts here. It's been
upgraded from a satisfaction of needs with practical value to economic exchange value. It becomes a
set of erotic symbols that could be publicly circulated in the visual system, as well as an ideal sample of
negating gender. Every intersection, combination and transformation become the metaphor of a kind
of legitimate relationship between man and woman, a kind of visual combination, and a type of show
that could be opened to the public.

3. Strip dance: A successful strip dance is not about sexual intercourse with the audience. Instead, it
creates a taboo around itself. It is a subtle vanity, with some distance from physical desire, a perfect
abstraction, a holy, inviolable and sealed nude. The shallow nude on the beach could only carries
class ranking of social plutonomy, but the delicate yet elaborate subject in Sleepless is the avoidance,
camouflage and concealment of realism and naturalism, which acquires a kind of poetic significance.
The slow rhythm of strip dancing seems like fireworks in slow motion. The Beginning of the Universe
brings a poetic and slow descent. It is a divine hypothesis, which gives you time to imagine and leap
before its completion. It keeps switching between two worlds, the reality and the wonderland.

4. Transparent gauze: “You are more naked than natural in black silk stockings” Closed and smooth
white gauze enshrouding the naked body, with no rupture, no thrum, no interface and no flaw. Thus the
nude becomes semi-transparent, perfect, asexual, smooth, and depilated. The gauze clings to the body,
transformed into the second layer of skin, becoming closed off, a transparent glass-like membrane
existing in abstract perpetuity. The transparent gauze becomes the holy aura of the body, a perfect body
that is self-content and self-idolizing, which gives rise to the gloomy wonderland.

5. Rumples: The fabric in the work presents a kind of silver Baroque rumples. They are concrete ,
flexuous, continuous, pervasive, ambiguous, with multiple sides, and extend to eternity. They separate
the closeness and liberation, internal and external, as well as truth and appearance. The rumples’ uneven
structure filled the whole picture in a single color block with subtle changes of tone. There are endless
vertical cloth curtains, the rumples covering the nude bodies signifying structure, just like shadow of



a secret spirit point casted upon the material. They merge and vibrate in the white trance, just like an
illusion from drugs, or the “rumples of sleep” described by Deleuze.

6. Phallus: The concept of “Phallus” introduced by Lacan is not the “penis” of Freuds “castration
complex”. Phallus provides the reason for desire, which is the absence of language. If desire is the
metonymy of the existence of absence, then the self could be the metonymy of desire. Human desire
comes from the unconsciousness of the Other’s desire. Castration corresponds with the deficiency of
capacity that humans can imagine but are not able to realise. The multiple curtains and spaces, white
walls, the emptiness inside the space, imply castration at a deeper spiritual level. It was called “essence”
by Proust, which could be considered as the stalwart, lost and frustrated fear and expression of self-
absence.

7. Death: In The Constantly Reaffirming External World, the lens of Jiang Zhi focused on the corners
of everyday life. With tones approximating black and white, it methodically restores a flash of nervous
confusion under conditions of detention when isolated from the outside space. A black gauze curtain
with glimmering light brings vital imagination. “T would exit alone in the festival, with no aspiration
in this colorful and joyful world.” (Victor, Hugo) Fireworks become a partially presented material like
decomposed light. The slow and scattered light spots become a kind of dissipation, dismemberment,
and destruction of material. Instead of reminding people about the birth of the universe like the title The
Beginning of the Universe, it is more proclaiming the vanishing or demolition of death. Just like the “six
as” in the philosophy of oriental Buddhism, as bubble, as dream, as mist, as dew, as shadow, as lightning.
Death no longer serves as the opposite of life, instead, it becomes this impulse of nirvana, an ultimate
goal of life, a liberation of desire, and an Utopia of freedom. The end of every life is death, and the death
of non-life exists before life. The other side of outside is the inside, being ceaselessly reaffirmed, but
never completely duplicated, to let go of what is past, allowing us to appreciate the zen in “the riptide-
like mind of humans”
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Crossroads are always appearing before Jiang Zhi. This is the curse of
reality that is inescapable for virtually every Chinese contemporary artist.
Excitement, distraction, fear, dejection and a frequently rising state of alarm
are what drive Jiang Zhi to struggle his way out of the chaotic Chinese context
that surrounds him and allow his artworks to retreat back into the mortal
world. “Out” and “in’, this siege-like paradox, conceals Jiang Zhi’s doubts
about the creative system in Chinese contemporary art. “Yes” and “no” - the
everlasting binary system — pushes Jiang Zhi to turn his individual knowledge
construct into a standpoint, another reference for assessment of value in
Chinese contemporary art.

The only problem is, how can a posture based on a low and silent chant
withstand strikes from the bellicose notes of reality’s curse? The abundance
of the mortal world has been spirited away to the top of the massive rock
of reality. It looks so secure up there, enough to dash the spirits. For this
reason, repetition and relays accompany Jiang Zhi’s sense of alarm: when art’s
determination to attain authority is unable to stand on equal footing with
social reality, he envisions his “self” as “life”, and uses “life” to seduce reality,
using a shady perceptivity to carry the charm that flows out of reality, so
that the crossroads ahead spontaneously turns into a reason for becoming
“himself”.

This mortal coil is hazy, and is always leading us to conjecture. Though the
admonition, “ashes to ashes, dust to dust” is always fresh in our minds, our
predestined end cannot stop our body’s yearning for the mortal world or
our mind’s probing of it. Once the dust settles with deathly stillness, there
will be no life, much less a need for art. Art is a process in progress, one
that must follow in the footsteps of “life”. Shakespeare said that the world
is a stage, and that some people had just taken the stage, and some had just
left it. Every person is both an audience-member and an actor - obviously,
“watcher” and “watched” are a single entity, one that can’t help but hide from
the light of reality. That is because watching makes us the subject, allows us
to take the proactive position, allows us to be clear about our position and
direction, and allows us to “add value” to our vision. This seizure is constantly
taking place. Though shared glances can ceremoniously bring two subjects
to the same level, we still often have force ourselves to cast our eyes away
from some anonymous gaze. Just as it activates our self-preservation system,
it also allows us to become the subject of observation, an object being looked
at. Being “watched” is the most shapeless pressure and burden given to us by
the mortal coil, while “watching” is a way to find our doubles in this kind of
“unhappy” experience.

Jiang Zhi

On The White series
C-print

150cm x 210cm
90cm x 126cm
2007



Jiang Zhi is one of us. One of his social identities — that of an artist - entails being more sensitive to the
logical cycle between “watch” and “watched” than we are. Of course, this sensitivity can be viewed as
a professional achievement. But if art were just a linguistic game, an assembly of visual methodologies
in action, then why should we place so much emphasis on “her”? It would appear that among the
many clauses and sub-clauses that lie beneath the halo of “art’, there is surely one particular clause -
that art allows us to “watch” the “watched”, and it is able to preserve its “secrets” without so much as
lifting a finger. Through the passage of time, it will gradually become an indescribable “weakness”

The flipside of weakness should be “strength”. To this day, people still remember Jiang Zhi’s Mumu.
She began like a romantic fairytale. Like an ignorant acquaintance, she had illusions that were out
of touch with reality. She always wanted to roam the world, but her inability to escape the beatings
of reality turned her into a fable. Though Jiang Zhi turned “Mumu” from a cute puppet into a real
person dressed as “Mumu’, the artist does not hold her fate in his hands; her fate has been turned over
to life, and all that remains for Jiang Zhi is Mumu’s silhouette, the same as we have. The difference
here is that some people learn to forget in an effort to gain strength, but Jiang Zhi looks back with
fondness.

This fondness demonstrates that there is a weak spot in Jiang Zhi’s heart. She was wedged into the
cornerstone of his life a long time ago. She cannot be removed, only shaken around here and there.
It is weakness that brings a sense of pressure to our lives, and it is because of this weakness that the
pressure can come to life. At least that’s the case with Jiang Zhi - he cares about time’s corrosive effect
on life, and pays attention to his transformation within that, placing himself in the role of others to
observe and narrate. That is why there is no Jiang Zhi in Jiang Zhi’s artworks, just a Jiang Zhi styled
narrative. He is an authority on life - just as we are — and he can't face life directly. Once one has been
drifting through the currents of reality for a while, he will definitely want to rise to the surface and
catch a breath. This might be the narrative motive behind Jiang Zhi’s On The White. Though this new
batch of works follows the old Jiang Zhi style narrative, this time it is obviously not a serendipitous
moment of inspiration, but a set of conclusions about a phase of his own life experience, a pile of
everyday discourse that has been accumulating for a long time and was finally brewed by the artist
into a well ordered and serious script.

“Gender” is a property that is innate to all of us, an inescapable identity. Whether it is physiological
gender or the social gender as it’s been rewritten, it is directly observable and quotidian. All topics
regarding “men” and “women” must first set out from “gender”. It begins with the body, and eventually
lands on the social and cultural structure system. It could be said that “gender” is one motif in our
narration of life. It created the first schism in human history, one that can never be rectified. Once
our “gender awareness” is awakened, another type of person appears before our eyes — either men or
women. And now the door to the mortal world slowly begins to open, waiting only for the body to
raise its last piece behind us - the omitted origin of On The White

The body tries to take the lead role in life by taking control of its fate, but it lost out to the ceremony of
the color white - the legend deduced from life. When the body is covered in white, a shady outline, we
can only deduce the “male” or “female” identity. The body had originally meant to struggle out of the
frame of convention and welcome a feast of the flesh, but instead it landed into another conventional
framework. Consolation and assistance, as well as unease, scheming and vanity all play out under
the color white. All of it follows the rules of space and the plans of destiny. At this moment, the body
has left the scene, having been molded in time, and identity is nothing more than some faint traces
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in white. This is when the black curtain falls, and our stares can never again
attain peace, because we have clearly captured the suspense, which once again
sparks our desire to see behind the curtain. On The White is a big step forward
in Jiang Zhi’s artistic practice; he has truly turned the body into the leading
role in his artwork, allowing it to escape from the attachments of special
identities and contexts and turn into a universal indicator, which he uses to
craft a linguistic form that imitates the “binary system” . Though the body
naturally maintains independent traits that resemble 0’s and 1’s, and Jiang
Zhi is only pushing at the possibilities the body has for imitating 0’s and 1’s in
virtual reality method, this is just like the way that 0’s and 1’s are arranged to
thoroughly thaw out in the virtual world. “Men” and “women” are just there
to “live”, and we are only thinking about “life”.

As far as art is concerned, On The White truly counts as a perfect narrative.
But this is not because of its cold and calculated tone of voice, or its total
lack of superfluous depictions. It is because it fabricates an aloof vision that
only time is equipped with. When we see Jiang Zhi’s portrait of the “exiled”
Pushkin on a white wall, please do not overlook the pile of dust below the
portrait. That is the embodiment of time. All of everything needs the help of
time, including the hope that is imbedded in If By Life You Were Deceived, and
the continuity of life. Life is the passage of time. We do not fear life, only time.
Jiang Zhi at least understands this

1.

The binary system is a
number system devised
by the great German
mathematician  Gottfried
Wilhelm  von  Liebniz
(1646-1716).  There are
historical documents
showing  that  Liebniz
derived his idea from the
Latin translation of the
Book of Changes (I Ching),
which was sent to him by
the China-based missionary
Joachim Bouvet. In it, he
read of the structure of
the eight trigrams, where
he discovered a system
based on the most basic
numbers, 0 and 1, or as
they’re referred to in the
Book of Changes, Yin and
Yang, which progressed in a
binary system. He once said
of the binary system that 0
and 1 were the mysterious
source of all numbers, and
the secret pattern of the
creator, because everything
comes from the Lord. The
numbers 0 and 1 are easily
digitized: 1 refers to the
presence of a current, and
0, the absence thereof.
The entirety of modern
computing technology is
based on this fundamental
principle. We can see that
the binary system is a logic
of numbers derived directly
from nature, a universal and
perfect logical language.
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lang Zhi: Rules of Attraction

]ona{:llan Tl’lOl’[lSOIl

Attraction is all about making connections. Attracting people or things, drawing them closer to oneself
or other things, and the ways in which those connections are made (or at the very least made possible)
have concerned countless generations of physicists, philosophers, social psychologists, biologists, poets
and lovers. Especially lovers. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s sonnet that begins with the timeless lines
“How do I love thee? Let me count the ways” strives to enumerate the myriad possible connections and
to illuminate the mysteries of passion and desire.!

Browning knew, and her work articulates the fact that attraction works simultaneously on many
different levels. Making connections is also at the heart of Ludwig Wittgensteins philosophy. Widely
considered to be the most influential philosopher of the 20th century, Wittgenstein imparted a way
of thinking and understanding not by saying what was distinctive about it, but by showing how it can
be used to clarify one’s ideas. His ideas hinged on keeping in mind that things are as they are, and on
seeking illuminating comparisons to get an understanding of how they are.? Illuminating comparisons
help us to sense hitherto unnoticed distinctions and relations between things and suggest a proper
connectness and relatedness, both with each other, and with our larger surroundings. For Wittgenstein,
an illuminating comparison or “perspicuous representation produces just that understanding which

»3

consists in ‘seeing connections”.

But drawing connections is a risky business as it “can often appear as if one is making assertoric
statements, claims to truth to the effect that there is such and such a connection, and then can arise
the question ‘Well, is there, in reality such a connection or not?” Think for example of seeing a likeness
between two faces, say those of a mother and her baby. Some people can see it and others can't, and
if a dispute breaks out about whether this likeness is real or only imagined, how is it to be resolved?
Is there a fact here that one can appeal to? Can one say, ‘Look, there is either a likeness here or there
isn't, One can point to one face and then to the other, but can one point to the connection between the
two? One can draw one face and then the other, but can one draw the similarity between them? Seeing
connections provides us at once with the most familiar form of understanding and the most elusive.
What eludes us, in particular, are direct statements of what, exactly, is understood.

What then can we say about the work of Jiang Zhi in his exhibition On the White? Some of these
works, images of human figures constrained within a gauze shroud, appear to be making a statement
about the connections between people and their attraction for one another. In the series titled Fate, we
sense the figures either locked together in an embrace, or straining to repel one another. Their bodies
and gestures tension parts of the gauze, drawing it into vectors that help to articulate the connections
between them, leaving other parts crumpled in flaccid piles on the floor. In On the White the figures
are at a distance from one another but within the same proximity.

The gauze gives the figures form but cloaks them in mystery. Jiang Zhi distinguishes his work from
(say) the wrapped objects of Christo and Jean Claude. He observes that their kind of wrapped works
“will definitely be able to reveal the feeling of mystery, it will change the original form, and allow more
people to be interested in the change of the form, wrapped up its own characteristics. However, in



my work, [the intention] is more to wrap it up without a specific image; it is a
movement, there is a force inside to make it become more abstract. There will
be some folds and detailed things, and those things can enrich the feeling. I will
not simply make an object to be a square or a circle for expressing feeling, but
express it according to the movement of human body.> Jiang Zhi himself does
not wish to over-elaborate these works. He notes that while “for most of the
people, the works seem to be very poetic, but I can not very accurately describe
to you how the poetic feeling can be revealed”

The colour of these new works is significant. In the past, many of Jiang Zhi’s
works have been concerned with light. For him, the use of white in these works
may be seen as an alternative to light. “I think the relationship between them
may be, in fact, white cloth is also light’s variations. It is like a diffused light.
White is a very well reflected light’s carrier. White is also a colour with particular
cultural significance. “For traditional Chinese, white is a symbol of cleanliness,
a kind of emptiness. It is also symbolic of the supremacy of a certain state of
mind, and there are many different explanations of this concept. In Buddhism,
there is a legend that people after death will enter a realm of Nirvana, only
in white and no darkness. This is one of the realms for people after death to
enter” 'The colour also gave rise to the motif and structure in many of Jiang
Zhi’s recent works. “In fact, white has given me a basis of the form of my works.
This basis may be relatively withered and empty and pure. I do not wish to
explore problems of reality or the current political problems. Those issues are
more about a creation of outward concern, and my work is more introverted.
I feel my work has more force, confrontation, entanglement coexistence and
contradictions. I am more concerned about fate, and have reflected it in my
work?”

In his works involving light, “the light beam is a very strong confrontation, it
is just like two powerful things in opposition. In this series of “white cloth”,
there is no confrontation between black and white, no strong difference
between light and darkness. It is because fate itself is vague, it will not only be
a matter of either black or white, neither black nor white, it is more about a
similar value” In a similar vein, the great abstract painter Wassily Kandinsky
described white as “a symbol of a world from which all colour as a definite
attribute has disappeared. This world is too far above us for its harmony to
touch our souls. A great silence, like an impenetrable wall, shrouds its life from
our understanding. White therefore, has this harmony of silence, which works
on us negatively, like many pauses in music that break temporarily the melody.
Itis not a dead silence, but one pregnant with possibilities. White has the appeal
of the nothingness that is before birth, of the world in the ice age®

Jiang Zhi’s works are also replete with possibility. The bodies that are caught
within the gauze are in effect a moveable sculpture. Jiang Zhi is interested to
express the ways in which they work within the limitations of the space but
also how they are constantly testing its boundaries, and using the force of their
movements and the restraint of the cloth as a form of balance. The work may be
taken as a metaphor for society. “It is about relationships among people, more
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specifically, the relationship between men and women. A kind of coexistence,
they also have connections to each other but also want to escape from such a
relationship. They do not know if they are willing to do it or being forced to do
so. They are really inside a devil, inside a nuclear bomb The artist directs his
performers to use the movement of their bodies to “say something about the
relationship between men and women, something about the symbiosis, destiny,
entanglement and their experience. But the concrete movement they will do or
what form will be shaped in the cloth, they are free to elaborate.”

In some works the figure describe a spatial and a psychological relationship
while ensconced within the same shroud. In others they occupy different
places within a room and the room itself becomes charged with meaning. “In
the works of On The White, this space may give us a sense of distance, like the
two rooms’ distance, they seem to be separated, but are connected. Just like two
tracks, the feeling is that they will have their own parts. The two individuals
have their own spaces and do not have a very close relationship. In the works of
Fate they may refer to something like fate, that is flat and continues to infinity,
there is no deflection in the space. In the works of Corner, there is a very
obvious deviation. A kind of loneliness is in the corner and you have the feeling
that you have no way to escape from it”

Not all of the works in this exhibition are white or involve the physical
movement of people. After the earthquake in Wenchuan, the artist created
a group of photos with black cloth that can be described as a kind of black in
black. “One time, I went into a space, then suddenly entered into a house in
darkness, through the black cloth, occasionally I could see the things outside,
but the people outside do not know that I am looking at them from inside.
Suddenly there is a feeling of death, because am just thinking of a major
earthquake in Wenchuan where there are many people buried in the ruins. In
the darkness, they may be able to hear voices from outside, or see a little bit of
a glimpse from outside, or they were completely insulated. So there are three
levels, one is black and white in contrast, very strong, a bundle of light in the
darkness. The second one is a kind of white, a kind of diffused light that is not
based on the confrontation. It is on a rather unified basis for discussing some
fundamental problems. Last level is in the darkness, black in black, that kind of
weak light, a glimpse of light”

Often times it may be artists who are best able to make the illuminating
comparisons or perspicuous representations that Wittgenstein felt could assist
us to see connections. The trick is being able to present information in such
a way as to assist people to “condense fact from the vapour of nuance™. The
human mind can absorb and process a tremendous amount of information,
if it comes in the right format or in such a way as to make those connections
explicit. Finding the right format is crucial. In his recent works, Jiang Zhi may
well show us the way.

7.

Neal Stephenson, Snow
Crash, Penguin, London,
1992, Pg. 56.
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]iang 71i’s Onward! Onward! Onward:
The Altar O][ Progress
Qiu Zhijie

Historians often take China’s modern history as a process of facing up to the invasion of foreign civilization, a
series of impacts and responses that brought about a social transformation. This kind of national intellectual
history is utterly inseparable from the introduction of the idea of social evolution. Yan Fu translated the
Darwinist Thomas Henry Huxley’s treatise Evolution and Ethics in 1898, and then in 1903 introduced the
thought of another popularizer of Social Darwinism, Herbert Spencer. Spencer took natural selection and
survival of the fittest as scientific principles of nationalist ideology capable of saving a nation from extinction.
This slogan-like consciousness became the motto and principle of most cosmopolitan Chinese intellectuals of
that time. After the Qing fell, the Beijing Academy changed its name to Peking University, and Yan Fu became
its first president. His own influence—as well as that of the social evolutionary thinking he championed—on
the Chinese intellectual scene of the time is obvious. From Sun Wen to Lu Xun, from Liang Qichao to Mao
Zedong, it can be said that every major figure in modern Chinese history considered social evolution as valid
and basic. The biological necessity on which the metaphor of social evolution is based provided an endless
source of legitimacy for the narrative of Chinese progress.

What people often ignore is that Yan Fu, as a returned student from England, had absorbed many classic
tendencies of Victorian-era scholarship: understanding all social and cultural processes as inevitable, using
the model of the natural sciences to explain everything. At that time, biology was the main discipline
appropriated to explain social movements. This same understanding of history penetrates even Chinese
primary and secondary school history textbooks today. In discussions of modern Chinese history, the idea
that “backwardness invites attack” is taken as a basic principle, appearing over and over again.

Looked at closely, this interpretation masks a major logical flaw: If a cultivated old gentleman and a wild
and vigorous youth face off, of course the old man will be beaten up. Likewise, if the immensely learned
Einstein came across a young Mafioso, he too would be beaten up. And yet this cannot prove that the old
man is backward compared with the young man, or that the Mafioso is more advanced than Einstein. In
fact, new historical research shows that the Opium Wars between the UK. and China were precisely such
a clash between an old gentleman and a young tough. In terms of GDP, educational level, crime rates, and
even subjective happiness—all the indicators one uses to measure social civilization—it is hard to claim that
China under the Daoguang Emperor was very far at all behind the newly industrialized British Empire.
The real difference between the two was simply that a civilized society is not necessarily a machine for war.
Throughout history we see examples of barbarians invading the civilized, which argues that being attacked is
not the same as lagging behind. If we use the dichotomy of advanced and backward to interpret the Opium
Wars, we have a difficult time explaining their origins. Why was a “backward” country able to maintain a
trade advantage for so long, and why did the British feel the need to undertake an extremely risky war in
order to offset their inferior position?

And yet our history has already been written in accordance with the Victorian “scientific spirit;” and the
precept that “backwardness invites attack” has attained the status of a widespread and widely believed maxim.
We were beaten, which proves that we were backward; if we don't want to be beaten again, we must advance,
advance, advance further, not stopping for even a second.

In order to understand China’s ultra-rapid development today—the speed with which buildings go up in
Shanghai, the efficiency of factories in Shenzhen, the hyper-busy, overdrawn state of people in Beijing, or
even just why the word “advanced” appears so many times in the official political ideology of the “Three



Represents”—one needs to understand the urgency contained in that maxim of
“backwardness invites attack” In order to understand why China must “Run into
Communism;” why it must “Surpass England and Catch up with the US.A.” why
it must “Achieve Greater, Faster, Better, and More Economical Results,” and indeed
the absurdity and tragedy of Chinas entire modernization history, we must keep
coming back to this one sentence: “backwardness invites attack”

Doubtless, Communism is the imagined, optimistic world of the Communist,
another kind of pre-determined historical teleology. The bright road toward this
historical endpoint is grand, but curvy and slow. It becomes obvious that a slogan
like “Run into Communism” refers less to a goal than to an attitude. And it becomes
obvious that what actually attracts people is not necessarily the allure of the goal
itself, but the feeling of safety that comes from running so fast. As long as we are
running, we are always advancing. Every Chinese child has heard the story of the
tortoise and the hare, and all have come to feel deep in their hearts: we cannot stop,
to stop is to fail. The important thing is not necessarily running to anywhere in
particular, but the act of running itself. Running becomes a collective unconscious,
a form of belief.

This collective unconscious becomes the belief of an entire people, with even leaders
coming under its control. Those familiar with Chinese political rhetoric know:
whenever a leader encountered doubt, he would swim across the Yangtze to prove
his continuing ability to lead the people forward, from one victory to the next. Mao
Zedong and Deng Xiaoping have both left us these historical snapshots. Swimming:
an even more tortuous, more confident form of running,

In Chinas modernization history, a leader cannot but be a nationalist, and all
leaders function as projections of the collective unconscious. On the surface, leaders
appear on the Tiananmen rostrum, waving at the crowds, pointing them forward.
In actuality, the leaders have never stopped running. For a nationality that believes
in running, only a capable runner can win a leader’s post. They are required not
only to understand which direction to run in and why to run, but even more to be
a model practitioner of running as ideology. This is an ideology of advancement, a
religion of progress more fervent than Futurism.

Jiang Zhi’s three-channel video installation is an altar to precisely this kind of faith
in progress. The running leaders represent themselves, but also the entire Chinese
people. Jiang Zhi once debated with me whether this sort of video needed to be
accompanied by the sound of a few million people’s running footsteps. I contend
that the images of the leaders, as collective forms, already embody the running of
millions. I like the loneliness worn deep on the bodies of the leaders in this work;
it represents an aspect of modern Chinese history apart from the main theme of
progress, a knowledge of life, an understanding of fate. This work opens up a new
possibility for us to understand history. And this is where the power of art lies, in its
ability to deconstruct symbols, even as it employs them.

Jiang Zhi

Onward! Onward! Onward!
Video Installation
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Violence 0{ B]in(ling [igl&

Inl:erpreh'ng ]inng 7hi's narrative on the ]_iglll: series

Zhu Dake

A brief history of the narration of light

The eye, the world and the light that illuminates the world, are the three fundamental elements for the
birth of images. The ontological meaning of light, in other words the duality of bright and dim, light
and darkness are filtered into the canonical teachings of Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Judaism and
Christianity to symbolize the eternal light, warmth, truth, righteousness and love.

Light is a positive force and also the core constituent for building utopia. As is clearly written in the
Old Testament: “God says let there be light, and there was light” — a simple narrative at the wakening
of humanity. The spirit brought light to the land with supreme love. Thereafter, light became symbolic
of the savior in its resistance to the darkness of the world consisting of demons, suffering and painful
memories. In the New Testament, God is light. He is the supreme being and the origin of theological
ontology.

Light is a key term in spiritual rhetoric. Light has always been associated with the sun and fire. The
sun symbolized the origin of daylight, and fire, the origin of light at night. These two phenomena
take turns to give out light, illuminating our eyes and our souls.

The narration of light governs man’s visual modes in the axial age. It floated perpetually before Van
Goghss eyes, transforming the sun, the stars, the field and steeple churches into steeply rising flames.
The last flame bearer in the Neolithic period was entangled by the golden light and its reflections
However, that is not an artist’s illusion of light, but an incident of light’s uncontrollable burning of
the human retina.

Neolithic firelight was revised by Walter Benjamin in a poetic description of gas lamps. Benjamin
reminded us of the dim mood on the dark streets of Paris - scenes rendered by gas lamps that embody
the night-time quality of the whole of Europe. The city was concealed and became ambiguous with
somnolent illumination. Compared to times of the past, the Parisien night now radiates with a more
feverish passion. Even though European urban areas today are lit by new light sources, they still
extend the romantic aura from Benjamin’s time.

The subject of light is mostly lacking importance in traditional Chinese painting. Literati painting
only focused on representing the eternal daylight and has shown an exceptional indifference to the
representation of the sun or flames. This is not only due to the ineptness of ink paintings techniques
when it comes to the narration of light, but is also due to a sort of ‘yin’ nature of Taoist philosophy.
Such philosophy overlooks the illumination and warmth of the ‘yang’ Instead it promotes objects
of softness and dimness. In Laozi’s Tao Te Ching, only one phrase indicates the existence of light (a
tempered glare); its goal is to educate people to adjust and weaken the functions of light. Laozi is a
keeper of ‘xuan’ (night, blackness and darkness) and its attendant states of “trance” and “ignorance”
This conservative stance from an “era before illumination” has stubbornly sustained the outmoded
beliefs of our indigenous artists.



The waves of modernization of the late twentieth century completely
transformed this ancient Chinese tradition. Closely responding to the late
capitalism of the West, China has hurried into constructing a political myth
of “the prosperous state” and “the most powerful nation of the 21st century”
The passionate nationalism, state-ism and populism has congealed into a
homogenous ideology that is sounding its deafening bang to the rest of the
world. As we have already seen, most postings on the internet called on all
corners of the world for the relay of the Olympic torch. The flame became
the most captivating political symbol, seizing the attention of the world. Ata
certain level, this is indeed an emotional narrative of “the system of blinding
light”.

In many cases, traditional and contemporary art have omitted a narrative of
light and have not engaged in reflecting on its history. The art of firecrackers,
manipulated by Cai Guo-qiang, is a model “light of the nation.” Its elevating
grammar can be utilized in all nationalistic celebrations, thereby decorating
“the prosperous state”. Only a few are observant of the complex nature of light.
Jiang Zhi’s narrative on light is evidence in this regard. In the indigenous
cultural context of China, Jiang Zhi has ventured to state skeptically, “The
light is already powerful enough and can definitely simulate an act of violence”.
This led him to pursue the following enquiries: “Is this thing that suddenly
descends upon us really happiness? Or is it a masked disaster?” This is an
insightful statement on the logical relationship between light and violence.
In other words, it is a type of reversed knowledge that completely negates
the meaning found in the Bible, thereby revealing the reality that is omitted
from it. This kind of abnormal relationship between light and violence is the
beginning point of Jiang Zhi’s work.

Narration on Rainbow

“The Flame” and “The Fireworks” have both featured in the logical chronology
of Jiang Zhi’s conceptual photography. Fireworks are the ultimate form of
the flame in the system of agricultural civilization. They are constituted by
chemical formulas, they rise to the sky according to man’s will, and transform
into vivid and exuberant displays. On the snow-covered ground of winter,
such a flame’ could not be used for its warmth, but it is adequate for defining
insignificant lives, and outlining a momentary happiness. This is a narrative
similar to Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Match Seller which uses satire
to approach the actual truth. On the bitterly cold ground where the figures
are curled up tight or laying flat, extended exposure pulls from the bonfire
a myriad of fine lines of light that bend under the effect of wind, forming a
luxuriant and yielding expression.

The bonfire in the snow is the weakest among all flames; not only is it time-
sensitive, it also does not emit any heat that would provide the necessary
energy resource to those in need. Its only value resides in showing a certain
laughable hope. This is the Chinese version of the “Andersen effect” It is the

Jiang Zhi

Past Tense Rainbow
C-print

2008

Jiang Zhi
‘The Worldly Rainbow
Installation

2008
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starting point of the criticism in Jiang Zhi’s “Light Series” It sparkles on the anonymous snow-covered
land, which is a completely fictional site, forming a seamless logical response to the cruel reality of
the dark-brick factory.

Compared to the flame, the rainbow seems to play a more important role in Jiang Zhi’s spectrum of
lights. It is light rays, and even more: an effect of illumination as well as a decorative imagery that
comes about after a storm. As it is said in the Old Testament, the rainbow represents the reconciliation
of heaven and earth. Yet, it has always been understood by the masses as a promise from the sky
(God), and was further advanced as a glamorous symbol of utopia. Such scattered meanings of the
rainbow open up a broad path for ideology’s mythic narration.

Jiang Zhi’s “Past Tense Rainbow” is manifested in the monochromatic Old Photograph series, as
well as in the video installation of the Worldly Rainbow in 2008. In group photos taken during the
Cultural Revolution to express a patriotic viewpoint, there are curved, colorful lines of explanation
which look like a certain kind of naturally-occurring rainbow that are in acute dislocation with the
monochromatic history (of reality), indicating the spiritual characteristics of the Chinese masses
from the 1960s to the 1970s. The people in the photographs are placed in a two-dimensional
monochromatic world of monotony; their attires are frugal, their expressions naive, and their hope-
filled eyes yearn after an empty sky. The rainbow Jiang Zhi added precisely filled the visual void of
those photographed. These people are the happy slaves of the utopian rainbow, seized by the myth in
the sky and made into young devotees of the political rhetoric. Even though both the legend and the
rainbow eventually disappeared into oblivion, the masses were not enlightened. They are doomed to
be perpetually held captive by other rainbows, flames, or blinding lights. In my view, Jiang Zhi is not
purposefully constructing a new utopia, but a conceptual recovery of totalitarianism.

Jiang Zhi’s “Present Tense Rainbows” deal with a completely different subject. They sweep across the
skies of the metropolis, and are metaphorical of both capitalist materialistic desire and emotional
longing. They are illusions of the consumption era that are layered over the blue print of this
“prosperous state”. Modernized areas and high-rises are sprouting rapidly, becoming the main visual
focus of the urban landscape, whereas the rainbow is a political emblem, capping the sky of the
city, and rendering the contours of this type of new life. In contrast to the “Past Tense Rainbow”,
the “Present Tense Rainbow” consists of mixing bits and pieces of city neon lights (as a kind of
electronic rainbow). They are the mathematical squaring of the rainbow, doubly deciphering the cult
of consumerism. Here we are surrounded by the reality of materialistic civilization, which appears
more authentic than the illusory Mao era because it is almost a reality within our reach.

Jiang Zhi’s “Rainbow over Tiamanmen” is a transcendental combination of the Tiananmen imperial
architecture with 21st century citizens. In the work entitled Rainbow No.3, the rainbow attained
perfection: rising from the top of palace-style street lights, sweeping over sharp flagstaffs, hovering
unassailably over the city gate in elegant hemispherical curves like a seal of God, proclaiming its
grandeur, brightness and righteousness while the people below look up, cheer, snap photographs, and
murmur among themselves. Remarkably, over the last century and a half, people have always been
the basis for this immanent utopia.

The visual narrative of Tiamanmen has traversed the last hundred years of history. From the patriotic
march of the May Fourth Movement, to Mao Zedong’s meeting with the mass red guards, to the
political reassessments in the ’80s, to conceptual photography of the twenty- first century, this
chain of narratives will continue to extend. Time will not dispel the narrator’s infatuation with this



architecture. On the contrary, as the system extends itself, new narratives
will emerge.

We have already witnessed the crimson power of utopia secretly make peace
with the capitalist “Present Tense Rainbow.” This is an unquestionably satirical
phenomenon. The fragments that were once signs of capitalist desires have now
become metaphors for the new nationalism. They exemplify various intricate
political transformations. Moreover, they underscore the duality in Chinese
society: on the one hand trying to sustain its effective post-totalitarianism,
and on the other, closely collaborating with global capital, hence authoring a
kind of unprecedented image of the new utopia. For artists who are vigilant in
their criticism, this is undoubtedly an opportunity to unveil the truth through
examining the intrinsic essence of this ‘prosperous state’.

Narration on Blinding Light

Closely reverberating with the narrative of the rainbow over Tiananmen, Jiang
Zhi also relays to us the new ‘urban illumination’ The illumination on the Bund
in Shanghai produced an urban capitalist illusion, and Jiang Zhi’s narrative on
light shifted from the rainbow to night-time illumination. On August 8, 2007,
hundreds of singers sang the theme song “We Are Ready” while beams of
light emitted from the back of the gate of Tiawanmen. The scene calls to mind
the rising of the red sun. According to news reports, the entire spectacle of
light exhausted more than 4350 kilowatts of energy - enough annual energy
provision for a small city with a population of two hundred.

As the “Beijing Olympics One Year Countdown” celebration performance
proved to us, nationalism is indeed “ready” for this great light - it shines
wantonly upon the face of the city, wishing to transform the latter into an
enticing window to the world. The fan-shaped array of lights behind the gate
of Tiananmen is a stereotypical narrative of the sun which directs its circular
radiation onto the architecture of Tiananmen. Such creativity of the lighting
engineers precisely replicates the constitution of Maos image during the
period of the Cultural Revolution, resurfacing in the 21st century in China
as a testimony of post-Cultural Revolution essence. Within this radiant
symbolism are hidden the cultural secrets of Maoism.

What this blinding light fervently exaggerates is not only grand architecture,
but also those insignificant individual lives. They are coerced into accepting
the gospel of this light, and offer the necessary responses to such gospel. In
Jiang Zhi’s video work Let There Be Light as the insistent light strikes, people
respond with various emotions that are difficult to determine, such as rejection,
fear, numbness and joy. Even then, these diverse emotions emanate an air of
disillusionment. Faces dissolve under the strong radiation, and expressions
become indistinct. Many details begin to vanish, leaving the viewers to their
imaginations.

Jiang Zhi’s video has also shown that the effect of a blinding light shone on

Jiang Zhi
Rainbow IIT
C-Print
120x180 cm
2005-2006

Rainbow is a spectacle of
the modern commercial
metropolis, and also an
ironic fairy tale. A splendid
rainbow traces a path across
the sky. This rainbow
consists of neon commercial
sign from different parts
of the city. This manmade
wonder takes the place of
a natural wonder, forming
a unique vista of consumer

society.

With the collusion of desires,
world cities are more and
more like an aggregation of
same fragments. Desires may
never decreased or increased
themselves, but they are
interconnected more and
more rapidly, constructing
a huge bridge of electronic
light. We can walk from this
end to the other, but only to
find out it is the same on the

other side.

Jiang Zhi

Things would turn simpler
once they happened 01
C-Print

150x200 cm

2006
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a person can be suspension or flight, as if being struck by a large bullet. Not only would his face
erode, sometimes the entire head would be eradicated. Only the body maintained distinctive details —
standing or flying off, it upholds man’s beautiful disposition. Moreover, this is precisely a characteristic
of the body in revelry, as well as an analogy for the violence of this blinding radiance (Things Would
Turn Unbelievable Once It Happens, C-Print, 2007).

Under this totalitarian era, the philosophy of the violence of this blinding light has been completely
exposed: on the one hand it re-sculpts the body, on the other it obliterates the existence of the mind.
These are the multiple metaphors for the Chinese circumstance. According to Jiang Zhi’s narrative
images, the light has first melted away expression and facial appearance, then corroded the mind.
The former is used by us to distinguish between different individuals, whereas the latter is the actual
evidence that determines individual existence.

The blinding lights erosion of the individual and individuality is the optical metaphor for this
totalitarian system and accurately portrays the helplessness of people under the violence of such force.
To endure the most scorching light is the most severe intellectual cruelty people need to confront.
This strong light is so bright that it not only causes blinding, but also the dissolution of people’s
individual awareness and their souls. The blinding light is the physical symbol of a counter-utopia,
and the metaphysical relationship between the sun and people is more or less like this.

Narration on Darkness

We have already traced the ultimate origin of the sacred light. It comes from the most ancient
religions, in the end evolving into the powerful weapons of totalitarianism and autocracy. It forces
people to look at designated objects while preventing them from reaching for objects of truth. At the
same time, the objects which light may shine on are also limited and pre-selected, concealing the rest
under darkness. This is the principle of the rhetoric of light, and also the nature of floodlighting.
The light is not only used to distract our vision, but it also purposefully conceals objects beyond
its illumination. The floodlights popular in China’s urban landscapes have covered all ugly, old and
impoverished matters while flaunting itself. Light is the most treacherous conspirator of darkness.

Without question, the most self-apparent objeacts under the light would be dust. The weightless dust
floating into the path of light sets up a fantastic yet undetermined phenomenon. Dust is the lowliest
object, but receives the most magnificent illumination. The most dignified light and the lowliest
dust thus reach an alliance in discourse. This is an indescribable physical phenomenon. The current
cultural reality can testify that the blinding light always shines first on the floating dust of culture
provoked by the media, saluting meaningless matters. This is the most shameless dialogue between
light and dust. They have collaboratively toppled the core values of the axial era.

However in another context, the philosophy of the violence of this blinding light exposes its own
schizophrenia: on the one hand it produces violent instruments, and on the other reveals these
instruments. This entirely depends on the one manipulating the power to emit the blinding light.
Politicians can exercise tyranny with it, and artists can also create spiritual revolt with it. As stated in
Jiang Zhi’s journals, the act of photographing itself is an incident of considerable cultural bantering.
The artist takes advantage of the darkness and the guard’s negligence, spots (prospects), designs,
installs, waits, works and then escapes, in order to complete the entire process of conceptual
photography; this appears like a visual game between the cat and mouse. Precisely based on the birth
of such antagonistic images, China’s movement on maintaining legal rights and interests has just



gained a new visual text.

Jiang Zhi’s Things Would Turn Nails Once It Happens is a work in his “Light
Series”. As a unique operation of the blinding light, it is not a repetition of
violence, it is an optical praise of resisting violence. Of course, this is but an
occasion of momentary illumination that targets the darkness and selective
blindness. In March 2007, when the law on property rights was passed by
the People’s Congress, out of Chongqing emerged the “most courageously
held-out household” in Chinese history. The couple’s insistent resistance to
the governments relocation policy caught the fervent attention of the nation.
Right before the building was to be demolished, Jiang Zhi rushed to the scene
and set up powerful lighting, projecting a beam of blinding light on the two-
storey red brick building sunken into the pit, thereby realizing the absurd and
quirky artistic illumination.

This is an illumination worthy of continual interpretation because it has
transcended the boundaries of conceptual photography. This contesting story
of light and darkness is the optical experiment of the artist’s interference in
dark reality, and yet it is destined to be deciphered by sociologists as lauding
the maintenance of citizens’ rights and interests. The crux of the matter also lies
in the perpetuity of darkness, as well as the irreversibility of the corrosion by
this blinding light. What the artist could achieve is to search for the fragments
of light at the center of darkness, and unravel certain interpretations for them.
Unlike writing or speaking, images offer the most direct enlightenment.
Crossing the visual barrier, they are screaming out the truth behind the
darkness.

Jiang Zhi

Things would turn
unbelievable once they
happened 02

C-Print

150x200 cm
2006

Who left the ground, in
mid-air, to attract or chase
away light? We can only
say that the event would be

incredible.

Jiang Zhi

Let there be light
Video

33°26”

2006

Long long ago, God said,
“Let there be light”; and
there was light. And God
saw that the light was good;
and God separated the light
from the darkness. Apart
from being the blessing
of God, light also means
brutal abuse, strong control,

center-stage, etc.

Each individual, when he
or she is exposed under the
spotlight, would be forced
to react spontaneously.
Privacy, beauty,
ambiguousness  disappear
in the strong light, as they
vanish under a microscope.

Jiang Zhi

Things would turn nails
once they happened
C-Print

150x200 cm

2007
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ong tension between two bodies. Finally, they give up their faces and accept the symbiosis. Being
together is their fate. It is also predestined for anybody who tries to get rid of fate to fail.
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Fate & 01
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a time that is slowly passing and that is metal solidified, the body is moving, and traces are
being carved; as if a pebble is thrown into the lake, one moment killing the
last moment; one trace covering the last trace. The nightis still young.
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ABRARIERARAAENRFERE ¢ BRBIRENIKEE 2
In this age of changes, people expect something to happen to them, like a spotlight thrown on them.
Everything will then become simpler, more beautiful and endurable. They are waiting for their lives
to be changed by it permanently
Religious belief, love, wealth, opportunity, whatever that falls on us is welcomed,
as long as it can rescue us from the common and repeating daily life.
Life is not only elsewhere, but also begins tomorrow.
Is the thing that falls on you really happiness? Or is it a disaster disguised?
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Things would turn simpler once they happened EE—B R4 2ESHE 01
Video
1 min 41 sec

2006
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Things would turn simpler once they happened BfE— B &4 SESHE 02
Video
2 min 21 sec

2006
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Things would turn simpler once they happened BfE— B &4 ZESHE 03
Video
1 min 54 sec

2006
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Things would turn simpler once they happened BfE— B &4 SESHE 04
Video
3 min 16 sec

2006
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Things would turn simpler once they happened BfE—B &4 EESHE 05
Video
51 sec

2006
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At the beginning of time, the world is dim, and the universe is abysmal. Among the chaos, countless
light spots burst as if myriads of comets slitting the sky, or the blaze in a steel mill. An explosion
and fission can easily be mistaken as the dynamic genesis of the world, but is in fact the fireworks at
a celebration. Yet, yet, where there is a beginning there is an end, like this spectacular firework, this
world, this galaxy, or even this universe.
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The beginning of the universe /%]
Video
15 min

2008
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You Can’t See My Rage fRETEIFMIER 01
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006
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You Can’t See My Rage fREFEIFMIER 02
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006
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You Can’t See My Rage fRETFEIFMIER 03
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006
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You Can’t See My Rage fREFEIFMIER 04
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006
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You Can’t See My Rage fRETEIEMIER 05
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006
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You Can’t See My Rage fRETFEIEMIER 06
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006
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You Can’t See My Rage fREFEIFMIER 07
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006
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You Can’t See My Rage fRETEIFMIER 08
C-print
120cm x 180cm

2006



155



156



1’
Zn
&
&
HR
B
T

]][ l)g [1]l You Were Decelve(l

REEREN—REFESNEER » THAHELRIHIK
%b%ﬁ%%ﬁ%%@%@%ﬁm

A self-portrait of Pushkin on the wall painted with dust; there is a great pile of dust beneath that
looks like it has fallen from the self-portrait.
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If By Life You were Deceived RANEERGR T 4R
Installation
260cm x 120cm

2007
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Rainbow Out of Service RTEARFEEAIFAT 03

C-print

180cm x 466¢m (2 panels) | 90cm x 233cm

2008
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Rainbow Out of Service FEARFSEAIFT 04
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In this delicate and yet ice cold glass box, the expensive jewelries were replace
skin-like human body parts. Facial features, palms, breasts and so on. Th
beautiful in the soft light. This is the artist’s ekploration into the possibilit

as a reconstruction of fashion and body, but m@st importantly, it’s his satire ¢
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I'm Your Poetry NO.9 - I dedicate all my looks to you HIBEFIAMNZSINELMR 01
Silicone rubber Installation
Dimensions variable

2007

I'm Your Poetry NO.9 - I dedicate all my looks to you HIBHFIEMNZSINELMR 02
Silicone rubber Installation
Dimensions variable

2007
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I'm Your Poetry NO.9 - I dedicate all my looks to you HIBHFIEMNZSINELIR 03
Silicone rubber Installation
Dimensions variable

2007

I'm Your Poetry NO.9 - I dedicate all my looks to you HIBEFIEMZINELIR 04
Silicone rubber Installation
Dimensions variable

2007
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I'm Your Poetry NO.9 - I dedicate all my looks to you HIBRFIEMNZSINELMR 05
Silicone rubber Installation
Dimensions variable

2007

I'm Your Poetry NO.9 - I dedicate all my looks to you HIBHFIEMNZSINELIR 06
Silicone rubber Installation
Dimensions variable

2007
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Fu = Fu Xiaodon
Jiang = Jiang Zhi

Fu : The group of black photos is very different from your previous works. When you did you take these
photos?

Jiang: May 20 or so, shortly after the earthquake. I kept records on the shooting in my diary. I went to
see a gallery exhibition, when I enter a dark room, that piece of black cloth gave me a very paradoxical

feeling.

Fu: The difference I spot is that you have been taking up the role as a director in most of your other
work, however in this series, I can see that the original ideas/inspirations of your work are taken directly
from your everyday life. I did visit the Gallery and viewed the exhibition, howvere I did not take special
notice to that particular piece of black cloth, even if I have noticed that, I would not think it could be
made into an artwork.

Jiang: This is just a casual feeling.

Fu: Is it like what is called “Neurosis and Prattle” in your previous exhibition?
Jiang: I agree with you - sensitive nervousness. Artists survive because of the sensitive existence of such
illness.

Fu: What do you think at that time?

Jiang: The feeling of death, or at least close to that feeling, especially during the earthquake, I could not
help but think of those who died in the dark. The people inside could actually vaguely see the world
outside through the piece of black velvet, but outsiders cannot see the inside. The feeling of being isolated
suddenly came to me, but I can still see the world. Isolation with consciousness is more terrible than that
without consciousness; perhaps nothing is more terrible than that. Or who knows, maybe that is not as
terrible as imagined.

Fu: All these comes from the earthquake.

Jiang: You can look at this piece of black cloth with the people’s psychological condition when facing this
earthquake as background, though this is not a must for viewing this cloth. In that room, I did think of
the earthquake, the death in the dark, the feeling of insecurity in the space, or it can be described as a
sense of despair towards the space.

This is of course a plain space. This is also of course a space which gives people a sense of despair. You do
not have to care about this black cloth ... ... just like the black cloth does not care how we think about it.

Fu: The title of the work “The Constantly Reaffirming External World” is more difficult to understand.
Can you further explain this?

Jiang: There is no concept or interpretation which is fixed, at a standstill. No object will also forever be
what it currently is. It is reclaiming, its declaration everytime is different.

Fu: Is it always the different every time you explain your work?
Jiang: Of course. Work is work, an explanation is an explanation.

Fu: Will you take everyday objects as artwork more frequently in the future? Will it be a new direction
of what you do?

Jiang: Indeed, there is so much in our daily life to be discovered, but the surprising discovery is only a
very personal experience. I did photograph the trivial details of my daily life a long time ago; they are
pieces of “the moment”. So I will not call this a new direction.



The Constantly Reaffirming External World R#EEERAMIRIHER 01
C-print
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C-print
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The Constantly Reaffirming External World &#EEERA5MERIHER 03
C-print
100cm x 100cm

2008






The Constantly Reaffirming External World R#EEERAMERIHER 04
C-print
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An Art Criﬁque on Yang ]ia
Jiang Zhi

Personally speaking, writing an art critique about Yang Jia is a loss making business. However, as an
art critic, I am more ambitious than that. I won’t show oft my highly developed writing skill this time.
One result of watching too much TV and reading far too many newspaper articles is that I get really
tired of just showing one side of the coin. So I want to quote more often from relevant personnel and
some critics I greatly respect. Besides, some technical processing was applied to the quotes of those
relevant personnel and commentators, to better facilitate the academic materials.

There is something I feel the need to state from the outset: I would just address “the artist Yang Jia”
by his name, instead of the more commonly adopted titles like “outstanding artist Yang Jia” “rare
and extraordinary artist Yan Jia” or “Mr Yang Jia, one of the most rare and extraordinary artist in
the contemporary Chinese, and even the international, art scene” I am not deliberately slighting this
artist who has an audience of more than five hundred thirty thousand people. And the Ctrl, C and
V keys on my keyboard work just fine (read on then you would notice how highly convenient these
three keys are). The real reason is not how kind-hearted I am , but this is a free commentary with little
possibility of any increase of writing fees.

First I'd like to introduce this artist briefly. He is born in August, 1980, lived but did not hold a job in
Beijing, is unmarried, he said of himself that “as a not so young bachelor, the one thing I want to do
is get to know some pretty girls” He loved traveling, reading literature books and photography. As a
Virgo, he was quiet and obeyed every rule. Like me, he wasn't good at words. As for how rule-abiding
he was, several of his acquaintances provided us some examples. When he was a child, he once
condemned his father for tossing a cigarette butt, another time, he complained to his mother over her
littering of an ice cream wrapper. Besides, he never disobeyed any traffic regulations. Huang Miao,
Yang Jia’s primary schoolmate, said that although Yang Jia always kept to himself, he still enjoyed
group activities, like throwing sandbags with his classmates. And he never cheated when playing.

According to the account of some insiders, the divorce of his parents made him even more quiet.
Other than nature which he encountered when traveling, the internet was the world he enjoyed most.
In 2000, he joined the online community for his primary school alumni. His first post was to ask
everyone to hold a reunion party for the 20th anniversary of their entrance into the school. The only,
and maybe the last entry of his blog, was posted in June 4th this year, describing a mountain hike in
Beijing. He wrote, “If there is another such activity next time, I will join again, and strive to be among
the first . From this blog, you can also learn that he treasured his life. He wrote about how tired he
was during the hiking, “I was planning to go and dine with our team leader, but at that moment I
would be grateful for just being alive after hiking down the mountain”. And he typed nine consecutive
“hah”

His mother supported the whole family with her RMB 1500 pension. But for art, Yang Jia did not only
quit his job, but also bought a semi pro digital camera, then installed software to generate panoramas.
Yang Jia published 486 pieces of photographs, all posted in MySpace.cn, a website created by the
wife of Murdoch, the international renowned media tycoon. The name of his blog is “unusually



coquettish”. I believe most of the photographs are created by him.

The first professional attention his photographs got was from the field of psychology. Psychologist
Li HuiMing viewed all of his works. Her first feeling was that “the blogger arranges the perspective
very properly, which demonstrates a rather strong capacity of composition. He would be thorough,
specific and calm when analysing problems. The blogger rarely posts any photos of his life except
when traveling, which more or less showcases his avoidance of real life. In the rare group pictures, the
blogger usually stands in the back or by the side, demonstrating his self-contempt.”

Well, I should start my text now. Although in fact, the alleged texts are all quotations from other
people’s articles (other people’s articles writing about other people) with a few revisions. I was going
to write all quotations in italics, but was forced to abandon this responsible idea for there would be
too many italics. However, I would mark down the percentage of the quotation.

Yang Jia was doomed to be abandoned by art history since the day (June, 1st, 2008) he went into the
Zhabei Art Space, Shanghai when he was twenty eight, or since the day he rode a bicycle across an
ordinary crossroad in the evening at half past eight of October, 5th, 2007, (see note 1). Although this
time, he intervened at various levels of society in the noble name of art, and leveraged the force of
society to accomplish an undertaking that any normal art form would never be able to accomplish.
This undertaking was undoubtedly called art by himself, yet the refined art circle would never admit
so. Instead, they consider it a ruthless conduct, a premeditated murder in today’s language. The various
ways and unimaginable methods he adopted to accomplish this undertaking gradually became a part
of his so called art. Unsociable, without a proper job, single parent family, quiet, testiness, cruel are the
most commonly used vocabulary when he is mentioned by the art circle. Facing his undertaking, the
true art elite’s attitude was avoidance or indifference. He considered himself the most despised person
in the art circle, despite the fact that the majority of pure artists did not even consider him a part of
this crowd. Most people would become quite emotional when talking about him, cursing him with
the most malicious language they could think of. Some, even his attorney, claimed he could not escape
the fate of death. If there is one thing we can be sure of, it is that he is the most notorious person. He
tirelessly showed himself in all major media, created works which generated violent controversy and
attracted wide concern from the media as well as from society. Controversy was an indispensable part
of his activities. (90 percent)

Zhabei Art Space is one of the art spaces which emerged in recent years. In fact, their mother company
hosted some rather influential exhibitions. One of them was called “Accident or committed suicide
upon”. Artists in the exhibition include Huang Jing from Xiang Tan, Hu Nan, Gao Yinyin from Xiang
Fan, Hu Nan, Dai Haijing from Wenzhou, Li Qin from Chong Qin, Liao Mengjun from Fu Shan,
Guang Dong, Li Guofu from Fu Yang, Tan Jing from Guangzhou, Liu Ningbo from Shanghai. The
exhibition was a major breakthrough in both the concept and form of traditional exhibitions, with no
showing, no report and no comment. Almost every media received an oral notice not to comment or
report it. However, thanks to the abundance of amateur critics on the internet with multiple screen
names, these works and artists became widely known, and the exhibition unexpectedly yielded
tremendous effect, despite the fact that some of artists’ families and friends who saw the exhibition
expressed some different opinions which gave rise to discontent and even hostility. The exhibition was
still seen as an important one with historical value, which planted a subversive seed of breaking the
dilemma of art and the traditional exhibition mechanism. (50%)

If a single art space is a small kingdom, then this space represents the form of supreme ideology

199



200

and culture. All these smaller kingdoms join together to form a larger kingdom. When Yang Jia was
shuttling between these spaces, he was surrounded by various forces hiding inside, and was forced
to face the complicated reality. Although every institution has its own style, those welding authority
are shockingly similar. When Yang Jia’s blade was flying in these spaces, I believe that we could surely
feel or receive another kind of knowledge. Yang Jia also created a unique and extraordinary skill
with language, which exaggerated man’s potential desire towards the body and the obsession with
breasts to the greatest extreme. As a result, we are at a loss with regards to his humor. With various art
materials like petitioning materials , tear gas, back swords, hammers, alpenstocks, dust proof masks,
rubber gloves and lighters, he exaggerated his idea of a single stabbing. He even hoped that by his
blade, he could cut through the long decayed mechanism. Thus, he was called “Yang the blade” by
the world. (85%)

When commenting on the work of an artist, it’s more objective if we see further than his representative
pieces. When analysing his not so deliberate work, we may gain a better glimpse of his overall aesthetic
preferences and inner world, even though his great number of photos are “unintelligibly repeating
some trivial details, and inexplicably filming some inconsequential matters” Another critique said:
“Hundreds of photos recorded the bits and pieces of a shutter-holic. Those long forgotten travel
group photos and landscape pictures, is life itself” Someone said that “(I)n those pictures, he created
a kind of ambiguous and suspenseful relationship between the background and foreground, person
and group, as well as human being and environment They are all transient but somewhat solid. “

His work “pursues the simple and condensed idea and emotion of the literati in a seemingly simple
picture, thus creating a pure and elegant feeling. Much is due to his reading of literature and
appreciation of Chinese landscape painting classics (you could find his photos of Chinese painting
and calligraphy posted in his blog) as well as his proficiency of drawing from the essence of traditional
Chinese culture”

I personally highly appreciate one of his photos of the sky. The sky occupies most of the space, and a
piece of glaring cloud brimming with sunshine is the principle part of the picture. In the middle of
this cloud, there is a scrap of ominous shadow; by the edge is the dark shadow of a mountain. It is
just as someone had commented: “It could very well represent a specific sentiment of the artist. From
its use of some basic composition rules like open and close, gather and disperse, unveil and reveal,
empty and solid, contrast and harmony, segmented and whole, change and unify, we can learn the
proficiency of the artist”

And there is also a photograph of peach blossoms, “fresh, tranquil, isolated, elegant, just like a piece
of poetry” Just as a landscape painter said when introducing his own work: “I am seeking a peaceful,
natural, rich and down to earth feeling” This self-statement seemed to be speaking for Yang Jia : “When
you communicate more with the natural landscape, you would naturally feel the need to express.
Without a rich life experience, it would be hard to show the beauty of nature in any significant way.
Even when you are facing the same scenery, the feeling would be greatly different when you are in a
different stage of life, mindset or age. Carefully observe and appreciate the subtle changes of the seasons,
feel it, and mark down the touching seconds. That’s how I gather the life and emotional materials of my
landscape photography. It has already become a part of my life”

His works also gained lots of comments:

One of Yang Jia’s highly controversial conduct attracted wide attention from both the central and local



media in early July, many of which did special reports about him. And the shockwaves from the critique
of the work itself have reverberated through the art community. As art creation becomes more and more
active, we should ask such questions. Why do art? What is art for? (95percent)

Yesterday I watched the television series called “The Grand Strife”. Yang Jia who is born and grew up in
the 1980s is just like those people.

The works of Yang Jia are highly similar to the television series “The Grand Strife”. It showed the
temperament of an era and a group of people, which cannot be betrayed and cannot be forgotten. All of
the stories dwell hazily in the trivial details. You, I and he may all be such a person. Where in real life is
our chapter? (98 percent)

The way he created his works invites the audience to consider the conflict between people and the
environment , the forgotten and welcomed, the present and future. The work that happened this time
was filled with commentary on society and policy, describing the certain and the uncertain, reflecting
the confidence of the artist on the future development of China as well as his concern about the issues
generated by such development. Yang Jia put together the deprived and respected, the places that are
forgotten and popular. His work grasped the almost silent, static and decaying history, and even more
deeply explored and unveiled certain discontent and anger. (100 percent)

He has unique insight into space and form, as well as profound understanding of how people live their
lives. Though his camera, he expressed his understanding of the world. (100 percent)

His work carried intrinsic weight and character. Such inner force came from his life and imagination
instead of any form or school of art. It enabled the audience to see his life and temperament. I think
this is an important criteria when judging any piece of art. (100 percent)

Like himself, his work could be illustrated in various ways. (100 percent)

He addresses learning from the essence of the traditional Chinese culture; a person with strong local
color. (100 percent)

We could sense the society and human nature from his work. (100 percent )

His work expressed his feeling of the commercialised and globalized era. And he was connected to the
complicated society through the expression of his work. (100 percent)

He was more concerned about the connection between the inner world and the outside world.
(100 percent)

His artwork connects with the society without exception. Contemporary Chinese society is the
direct experimental field grounds of the ‘Yang Jias. His art connected with society in the closest way
possible. What Yang Jia did had always been about finding a way for contemporary art to enter into
the mainstream of the society. He pursued such an attitude, that life is art, and art is life. In this sense,
Yang Jia is one of the most thorough pioneer artists of the Chinese style. Such an excellent artist could
only be found in two places in this world, one is the Northern Hemisphere, the other is the Southern
Hemisphere. (95 percent)
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I am very glad this commentary is finally finished. Because of my highly limited knowledge, I was
considering writing it after having acquired a better knowledge of this subject. However, the limited
time forced me to abandon such a thought. During my writing, I received assistance from a lot of
friends. I greatly admire their outstanding contribution to the field of critique. It would be impossible
for me to write so many words without their commentaries. When encountering some problems, I
always go to the gorgeous Miss Google. She found me the answer no matter how busy she was. I was
almost lost in her generosity. Sometimes I complained whether she was hiding something from me.
Regardless of my brusqueness, she explained quietly in a low voice, saying, “I really had to”.

August 2008, Beijing

note 1 :

During the National holiday in 2007, Yang Jia travelled to Shanghai. A staff in Zhijiang gallery, a branch of Zhanbei Art Space
immediately realised that he probably was an artist. Let’s call it “suspected to be an artist”. The staff said the artist had a nice bike
and asked whether he owned the copyright. The artist claimed that it’s a piece made of rent material, then showed the staff the
lease. The staff considered the piece to be quite “contemporary”, then warmly invited him to see the gallery. They hit off at once,
and the gallery staff accompanied him for six hours. Of course, the six hours could not be such a nice time with a massage. That
is why according to the artist, seven or eight staff gave him a massage. But the artist thought they didn’t give a nice massage and
thus called their manager. The manager came, then asked his staff “Who didn’t give a good massage?”. “No one!” All denied. Thus
the manager said politely: “See, no one. We are professionals.”

The artist went back to Beijing greatly angered. Later, he frequently complained to the Zhabei Art Space, and asked for an apology.
Maybe the artist was allergic to massages. When he was travelling in Shan Xi in 2006, several of his teeth was massaged away
by local gallery staff, and he claimed RMB 30,000’s compensation. This time, he also made a claim of thirty thousand. Though
the space twice sent commissioners from Shanghai to Beijing to negotiate, the artist was far too stubborn to give in. He went to
Shanghai seeking for justice again, the time was June 12th, 2008.



Yang Jia's Landscape FFEHIRMIES 01
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A few months ago, a curator invited me to participate in an exhibition titled, “Four Seasons”. After he
left, I turned on my computer as I wanted to jot down some ideas on my blog to awaken some of my
sentiments on seasons. It is almost embarrassing to say this, but since there is AC and heating in this
world, and the fridge is stocked with various fruits and vegetable from any season (our conception on
the season in the past), my feelings on seasons were tamed. Moreover, as a result of global warming,
there are signs of seasonal inversions between the north and the south.

I typed in one sentence, “It is spring nonetheless. The dry soil in our yard began to bud with green” I
immediately noticed the somewhat sentimental wording. The problem was not my literary youthful
“nostalgic sentiment” for “spring”, but on “our yard.” It is risky and I may be suspected of being a
show oft. To claim to have one’s own yard in this city may be cursed by skeptical web surfers. If one
writes “my yard” twenty years ago, it would not have been inappropriate, especially for someone (like
me) who grew up in the countryside and picked hot peppers to play with. In contrast, it would have
shown my love for the land. Yet, this patch of ground I have now is compensation from the real estate
developer for our discounted amount of sunlight on the ground floor.

Nevertheless, I rephrased it. “It’s spring nonetheless. The dry soil in the park began to bud with
green.” Although, what does the park have to do with me? It has been years since I last visited a park.
My relationship with the park is definitely not comparable to that of gardeners. Their relationship
with the park is unusually close, either a closely intense relationship, or a tensely close relationship.
Either way you put it, the meaning is the same.

It’s better to return to an appropriate position to write a sentence on “spring”. Time flew, the sun is
about to fall behind the building in front of me. I usually use the arrival of this light to determine if
it’s two oclock in the afternoon. So I hurried up to complete “an expression.” I thought for a while and
wrote, “It’s spring nonetheless. Our motherland began to bud with green” A bit dumb, I crossed it
out. Then I wrote, “It’s spring nonetheless. In Asia - China in Asia - Northern China in Asia - Beijing
in Northern China in Asia - Chaoyang District in Beijing in Northern China in Asia - Wangjing
neighborhood - a residential area — dry soil at a corner, began to bud in green” Not bad, even though
it's imperfect, but it barely meets my aspiration for a unique perspective in my artistic practice -a
perspective of satellite mapping.

Having completed my thought procedure on seasons, I began to draw out a plan...

2

A month has passed, I still can’t come up with any plans for “four seasons,” so I called up the curator
to complain. He said it is not necessary “at all” for the work to be related to the four seasons. He was



afraid that I was still confused, so he gave me this example, “I got a spicy hotpot, either you cook fatty
lamb, duck tongue, sliced potatoes, or rat-mouth, Collybia mushroom, it will still be a spicy hotpot”
I suddenly felt enlightened.

Momentarily, I felt I had forty plans configured in my mind.

A day passed, I suddenly warped back to worrying about the irrelevance of my plans to the theme of
the exhibition.

3

On the exhibition of “Four Seasons,” there is a work: a white sheet of paper measuring the height of an
average person with untrimmed edges. From the looks of it, we know it’s not a product of industrial
processing, but was entirely handmade. It is pressed between two sheets of glass. The title of the
work is printed on the label next to it: Winter Coat. That’s right, this is my work. The material of the
work and a brief explanation are also printed on the label. The general content printed explains the
configuration of this sheet of paper, an inspiration of a poor man’s winter coat he wore four seasons
out of the year. Through the procedure of soaking, pulping, bleaching, screen filtering, etc., it became
this sheet of white paper.

Other texts of explanation would be difficult to reiterate here, because it’s a special edition that I
rendered on the computer with special software. This software compiled over three-thousand essays
and writings of art critique. By only typing in a few key words and length, it can find the matching
academic essay. Moreover, this software can also perform searches online and analyze the ranking
and influence of certain critics internationally, and it renews the ranking of the essays accordingly. It’s
“intelligent” software. It has an adjustable “level of understanding” from low, medium to high. I often
make it challenging. Being too literal would affect the result and ultimately damages the interest of the
audience that expects a certain level of intelligence from the artwork.

The key words I have entered are: question, society, city, comprehensive, globe, time, artist, generation,
-ization, post, sense, solemn, in other words, ’60s, ’70s, ’80s, *90s, jello, perpetual, existence, new,
-ness, type, mini-skirt, colonizing, technique, industry, agriculture, information, furthermore,
consumption, obviously, very, discuss, history, in terms of, transform, indigenous, world, politics,
peel off, real, in contrast, unfold, era. I entered these terms, and I requested over 200 words in length
for the essay. These key terms yielded great results, and I have been using them over the last two years
(with the exception of ’60s, since it was not used often and was quickly eliminated).

4

Ilooked pensively at this sheet of blank paper encased in two sheets of glass and white wooden frame
of exquisite workmanship.

At least it respects physical principles. One’s self-respect when sitting on a luxurious toilet with gold
inlaid is different than sitting on a low quality ceramic toilet bowl.

Looking dignified, neat, without any pleats, I was bombarded with waves of vanity.
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The days of nailing works on the wall have long passed. I even felt the heroic passion of 1949. This
work will soon be exhibited in a museum in New York, The gallery that represents my work had
carefully specified to the museum the required condition of lighting, temperature and humidity for
this work. I must admit, the treatment it receives is off the top.

5

I need to explain the ins and outs of this work to the audience and the journalists. First of all, the
former state of being of this sheet of blank paper was a winter coat made of cotton that was worn over
a decade. The owner of this coat is someone I knew from childhood who is now over seventy years
old. He held me in his arms when I was a small child. He enjoyed throwing me in the air and catching
me. Soon, he felt that his skills had improved, and he tried to catch me with one hand. Luckily, he
caught one of my legs as I fell, otherwise I would have been done. He never had another chance to
hold me thereafter. He never left that village, married, or had children. He has been wearing this very
same coat for over a decade. He led a fashionable and environmentally friendly “life of simplicity””

Once the proposal for this work was made, and before I began to search for this winter coat, I never
imagined that this old man who almost caused my death would be part of my artwork. I hardly
remember him. He is insignificant to my life. I realize such indifference is also happening between
myself and others.

He, Liu Qingshan, was surprised by my visit from far away. I had left the village when I was four
years old, yet he still kept all memories of me from that time intact. I invited him out for a drink
and asked him to tell me the story of the winter coat. Surprisingly, he told me that it was a gift from
Boddhisattva. Ten years ago, a farmer in the village sensed his “promiscuous” conduct with his wife
and burnt down Liu’s house where he lived for decades. Amazingly, the winter coat was not damaged
at all (I guess he was wearing it at the time). Now, he lives in a building he constructed for over a
decade. He collects logs, pieces of brick, bamboo, mineral water bottles, soft drink cans, grass, etc.,
everyday in the village and piles them against a tree. This house is now becoming a double-decker,
with works still in progress.

I brought four sets of clothes for him, one for each season. He agreed to give me the winter coat he
wore for over a decade in exchange. He became excited once he had a few drinks and spoke to me of
his loneliness - no one wanted to have anything to do with him. He was wronged; he has always been
the first to be accused of if the villagers had lost anything; he was worried that the village committee
would sell the land where his house was built to the owner of a chemical factory; his wish was to
see Chairman Mao in Tiananmen Square...I didn’t have to know every detail of his story, I only
needed to fill the gaps of information necessary for my artwork in order to satisfy those journalists.
Therefore, once his words over-flowed I became distracted. I believe most artists would feel the same
way. They, migrant workers, the handicapped, the unemployed, beggars, whose property only occupy
a few square meters of an exhibition space, are in fact all categorized as materials for art works.

If his pain does not speak to you and his joy can't be shared, then effective communication does not
last, thus communication with an agenda would not be a pretentious act. Honestly, I think it’s rather
normal. This reminds me of a conversation I had with a student name Mi Nana a few months ago.
We talked earnestly in a bar for a few hours and both felt we could continue this conversation for



hundreds of days. However, in the next morning when we put on our socks in the hotel room, there
was nothing more to be said. That evening, I also told her about one of my work proposals. I wanted to
make art with a monkey, hiring it as my assistant. It can make some paintings for me. Mi Nana asked
with humor, “How many years would you carry this on for?”

I said, “A few months, one year at the most.”
She said, “Then what?”

I said I would return the monkey to its owner. Her round watery eyes stared at me, “Don’t you think
that’s cruel?”

“Why?” I asked.
She said, “What if it has feelings for you?”

Then I began to think seriously. I can’t appear senseless in front of this beautiful girl. Beauty is
persuasive, and the more beautiful one is, the more persuasive one can be. This is especially true for a
“healthy man.” We are mere physical beings. And physical beings constitute our mentality of the spirit
and mores. In this hormone-driven evening, I followed her belief of animal protection.

6

Soon a sheet of blank paper was made. I thought of doing something on it, because I didn’t intend it
to be so minimal. What should I draw on it? I recalled that Liu Qingshan once had said his life dream
was to go to Tiawanmen. That would be too “Chinese,” too “symbolic,” and too suspicious of “post-
colonialism.” It would ruin this work.

Perhaps there is still a woman on his mind? An unforgettable woman. I flew over immediately to
meet with him. Thus, I increased the cost of this work. He was surprised to see me and said with
excitement that he will leave me his building. I handed him the Tiananmen postcard I had brought
for him, he looked at it for a long time without saying anything. I invited him for a drink in town. He
told me since he began wearing the new clothes I gave him, the villagers treated him differently. They
would nod at him, a widow in her fifties even threw him a flirtatious look. He said it wasn’t because
of his new attire, but the villagers thought he had connections in Beijing. I followed his words and
redirected the “communication” to women. Surprisingly, he seemed to enjoy discussing it. He said
his first lover was the woman tractor driver on the Chinese currency - that one yuan helped him to
masturbate seven to eight times a day. He said he had always been very poor, no girl wanted to marry
him, only his hand could give him a sex life. At the time, he wanted that tractor to drive over his body.
I told him, in fact, that woman tractor driver is close in age to him and now lives in Harbin with
her children and grandchildren. He showed slight embarrassment. He explained that people were
conservative at the time, their imaginations were limited. That round face was the image that flashed
most in his mind, and sometimes he thought of her breasts, but never of her pubic hair...I began to
envision my sheet of blank paper with a woman tractor driver configured in pubic hair.

I teased him, “What have you have done to the RMB, no wonder the RMB does not like you. Have you
liked any real women?” He said there was someone when he was younger, working as the chef in the
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village’s school canteen. There was a female teacher who was very beautiful. He would give her double
the usual amount of food. The girl also understood his heart and would smile at him timidly. Later,
this girl was reassigned to work in the county school. Before she left, she gave him a photograph of
herself as a souvenir. I anxiously asked him, “Do you still have that photograph?”

He took me to his tree house. This tiny “tree house” measures less than 4 square meters and is
approximately 5 meters tall. Like a museum, it houses various odd objects. He fished out a shell of
the size of a small basin from a wicker basket hanging on a branch. This photograph was worn and
faded, it was difficult to see her face other than her long pigtails, the thin layer of film on her face
was completely gone. He said it was the only thing he rescued from a fire ten years ago. I asked him,
“What does she really look like?” He looked at me baffled, pointing at the photo, “Isn’t it clear here?
Can't you see she has round eyes, long eyelashes, her nose, look, how straight, here, her mouth, the
tips tilt up. She usually looks this way...”

I was speechless for a long time and felt truly moved by it.

In the end, I borrowed this photograph from him and promised I would return it within a week.

7

Once I arrived in Beijing, I immediately took this photograph to digitize it. I also asked a coroner to
digitally restore her face according to this fuzzy photograph. On the second day, I received a call from
the old man’s family, and learnt the news of Liu Qingshan’s passing.

I suddenly warped into a state of emptiness. All has passed for this person. Life is a calendar with
an end, and many interesting lines drawn. Yet, without the reference of memory, it's eventually
meaningless. His misery and luck, big or small, heartbeats in the canteen, and thousands of lonesome
erections, his palace under the tree...are all, in fact, fictional. From the first blank page to the last, the
content in everyone’s calendar, thick or thin, are all individual fictions.

Therefore, this work is this white sheet of paper. I seem to feel that this life is in it, and this is the
emptiness I truly feel.

April 2008, Beijing
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