o ] Pirotte, Phillippe, Monika Szewczyk, Philip Tinari and Xu Zhen, “Xu
?F akm Zhen,” Parkett, No. 96, Summer 2015
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PHILIP TINARI: You launched Madeln Com-
pany in 2009, and four years later, the company (re-)
released "Xu Zhen” as a brand. To use your own for-
mulation, if the studio is a company and yvour works
are various product lines, how do vou judge the com-
pany’s returns?

XU ZHEN: An art company is not a regular com-
pany, but it's also not an artist’s studio, so results are
hard 1o measure. It's like Apple, which announces its
earnings every quarter but is not only interested in
how much money it makes—Apple wants to have a
cultural impact, for people to not only pay attention
to its products but adopt its siyle. Our returns are
still very small, and will probably remain so for some
time. We have always sought to do things method-
ically, with a management system, a performance-
assessment system, and a linancial calculus that takes

PHILIP

FINARI is director of the Ullens Center for Con

tempaorary Art in Beijing

PARKETT 96 2015
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into account how much cash we have and how many
projects we hope to undertake. The biggest problem
is that art constantly changes the models by which it
operates. So even if you prepare everything systemat-
ically, it is possible that a creative idea might change,
and then you need to alter the entire system. For this
reason, it is still difficult to find metrics, financial or
otherwise, for anything other than specific aspects
of our work. Overall, we are still in an exploratory
phase.

PT: In the past, you and Madeln Company have
opened a gallery, operated a website, organized ex-
hibitons of other artists, and made publications. Is
Madeln now more focused on producing art?

XZ: Actually, we are in the process of moving in a
bigger direction. In the next few vears, we might es-
tablish a Madeln Museum of Art. But that would first
require there to be a Madeln Foundation, For that,
we need a strong financial footing. 1 think it is still a

matter of time, as the conditions do not yet seem ripe.

James
Cohan

jamescohan.com



533 West 26 St New York NY 10001

?Mxm

PT: Many new, mostly private museums have recently
opened in China, and in particular, in Shanghai—
and still more are planned. You have worked with
many of these new institutions. How do you see the
development of art institutions here in Shanghai,
and in China more generally?

XZ: In the process of working with them, you encoun-
ter all sorts of new money and new people, and these
people bring their own new values. In the best sce-
nario, people like us might be able to turn this nov-
elty into something progressive. The contemporary
art scene in China is in the midst of a transition from
an extremely small, underground circle to a larger
audience. Art is gradually becoming integrated into
society. This is normal and even necessary: only in
this way can art’s market and viewership grow, and
artists become strangely important.

Those who have been in the scene since the 1980s
and "90s complain or struggle with the notion that
everyone wasn't so pragmatic before, that these new
players have created this situation, that society has
changed fast and now people only care about their
interests. But 1 have always believed that art should
keep moving forward. If getting something done
today requires drastic costs, perhaps that’s just a
characteristic of our moment. It's a simple matter of
investment and returns, and if you think the outlays
are too high, then go and do what Gu Dexin did a
few yvears ago and stop making work—there’s no
other way.

I'm not overly nostalgic. In ten years’ time, we
will be sitting here discussing 2015. Yesterday | was
reading an article about Beijing in the carly "90s,
when there was the artist village in Yoanmingyuan. It
was quite moving. The writer said, “I don’t envy the
people of that time, but | envy that time.” And from
where we sit now, how relaxed that moment looks! A
bunch of people getting together to make art, and
nothing else—how wonderful! But this is just like
how love is represented in pop songs, when the re-
ality of marriage is altogether different. | think con-
temporary art today is more like a4 marrage.

PT: You caught the tail end of the underground era
of contemporary Chinese art. At that time, there was
definitely a sense that art could challenge, could
rebel against the mainstream values of Chinese
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society, against the official cultural system, and in-
deed against one-party rule. Do you feel that spirit
still exists?

XZ: 1 do. Because when [ ask myself why I do what 1
do, it’s still about the same thing, some sort of ro-
mantic notion. It's just that the means of expression
have changed, and most important, the costs. Today
an artist needs to make huge outlays to have the same
impact he could have twenty years ago with just a
small office. Why? Because the circumstances of pro-
duction have changed, So we look busier today, but
in essence, we are the same as ever.

PT: What is that “romantic notion™

XZ: The expression of individual values. The individ-
wal’s demand to be heard and respected. The joy that
accrues from secking it

PT: A theme that | note throughout your work is the
unlikely juxtaposition of contradictory symbols or
states, and the sense of displacement thus formed.
For example, I'm thinking of the routine of calis-
thenics you launched under the title PHYSIQUE OF
CONSCIOUSNESS (2013), in which gestures of devo-
tion and cultivation from a wide range of cultures and
civilizations are put together into a single routine. It
seems like a kind of creed, an ambiguous manifesto.
XZ: Yes, and it comes from personal experience. In
my own house, we are Buddhist; other friends are
Christian or Daoist. The more religions | come into
contact with, the more [ feel they are all correct. Yet
I still feel empty, that life is ultimately meaningless.
So I started thinking about whether there might be a
way of putting all these things together, even if they
would individually never want this 1o happen. That
was the impetus for this work. The idea was 10 put
things together on the level of physical activity. You
could say this work is deeply religious, or deeply po-
litical, but you can also choose not to discuss those
aspects and instead see it as an act of intellectual, an-
thropological classification. I am not the sort of artist
who knows any one field intimately; | think mostly in
terms of overall directions, and so | am well suited to
make these sorts of comparative propositions. I am
comfortable with innovating in terms of the larger
structure, and not thinking too much about the finer
details. That is my creative method. | feel that a work
like this is & product of this contemporary moment,
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on it, paste something on the wall, draw a line—it's as
if the term has given everyone the key to a new way of
art-making. But as | siud 1o my colleagues, we've been
doing this stuff for vears, even if we never codified it
as a partucular artstic movement. We are alwayvs work-
mg toward finished products, thinking little aboumt
the processes leading up to them. But if vou look at
our “TRUE IMAGE™ (2010—) senies, or the PHYSIQUE
OF CONSCIOUSNESS MUSEUM {2015~)—a set of im-
ages mounted on acrvlic boards and displaved in mu-
scum cases—they all seem quite post-Internet. I'm
sure that this year there will be many more post-In-
ternet works, | know voung Chinese artists who have
pivoted completely in that direction,

PT: And what about postproduction?

XZ: The concept comes from a book by Nicolas
Bourriaud, who writes about how arusts today use
readymades in their creations. He sees the postpro-
duction notion of the readymade as different from
Duchamp’s more absolute understanding, instead
looking at combinations of different objects. Thas

NC ZHEN, PHYSIQUE OF CONSCIOUSNESS MUSEUM

serylic glass, glany, 47 x 39 X 67"

EPISTOMIA. Sapelti-Hils, C-Print

produced by Mudeln Company

Vferviglan

Xu Zhew

notion perhaps already seems dated—the book was
written in 2002—but it was just translated into Chi-
nese this year, so evervone read i, and perhaps we
have all processed it already. Post-Internet still needs
10 be digested, because its most important element s
that it becomes so difficult to distnguish who made
which work, or for that matter, if a work was muade by
a Chinese or a foreign artist. And this s very impor-
tant for a new generation ol artists here. who don’t
see a huge difference between themselves and artists
from outside China

PT: That's interesting. if only because contemporary
art from China has historically relied on symbaols and
narratives that have some sort of direct connection
to Chinese reality, Chinese traditions, Chinese poli-
tics. And it seems that this becomes less and less rele-
vant as artists in China become more knowledgeable
about dvnamics bevond China and more incorpo-
rated into global networks.

XZ: Yes, and this page will definitely be turmed. The
generation of Huang Yong Ping, which came of age

EFISTOMIA, 2004, Sapele wood, Cprint

PUYSIK DES BEWUSSTSEINSMUSEUNS -
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in the "80s and then moved 1o the West after 1989,
firmly believes that we are Chinese, vou are Euro-
pean, those others are American. But perhaps o
generation s saving, sorry, we are all the same, and
we're interested in completely different questions
Fhis is o big shift

You can see this in Madeln's work, Previously, we
made quite o number of works in different forms
You couldn’t call them experimental, but they were
less material. And perhaps now we are more inter-
ested in materiality, in rendering o logical verdict on
the existence of the object. In obvious wavs, we have
upped our technical requirements for fabrication
Many people think this has to do with commercial
pressures, but T consider it more a matter of require-
ments for the ontological presence of the artwork.
PT: That idea makes me think of Jeff Koons: The
main argument advanced in his favor is that he tarns
material requirements into a kind of experimental
practice, secks perfection with a religious férvor,
uses production as a way of refining and elaborating
his concepts
XZ: | teel like Koons's importance has not yet been
truly felt, T have always believed that in a pragmatic
art world, he is at the top, Others find him commer-
cial, and their undersunding stops on this level. The
explanations vou just mentioned are great, but many
peaple don’t bother to consider them. I think much
of what he does is |p||i|n\n|)l|u al. i vou polish some
thing to that degree, if vour requirements are that

high, this is no longer a simple commercial question

an ontological one. I thought his retrospective

XU ZHEN

» iwiveian

fong
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in New York last vear, at the Whitney Museum, was
Ihe Whitney looked a bit

sitl—i1 seems so gray inside—but this did not have

an amazing exhibition

any influence on the logic of the exhibition, The
other day, the director of the Pompidon came by and
asked me directly, “What is the ditference between
vou and Koonss™ Treplied that Koons s an artist with
astudio while we are a company: this is stll different,
And then he asked whether 1 thought Koons or Hirst
was the greater artist, We spent much of last vear
rescarching these people, and 1 think Koons is the
greater artist by far, OF course, Hivst made his shark,
his cows, and with them brought up an entire gen-
eration of British art and that is amazing, but | still
think more of Koons, His philosophy is incredibly
consistent, and it's frightening the extent 1o which
there are no superfluous works in his ocuvre. He's
like a small child with o scarily high 1Q, From those
vacuum cleaners in his series “THE NEW" (1980-87)
onward, everything is so complete, That's how | see
i, but many people in China don't agree.

PT: Another artist I thought it might be interesting to
talk ibout with you is Sigmar Polke

XZ: Polke started from the perspective of “1L" want
ing o express something through art, whereas for
Koons, the sell seems to become unimportant. That
is the direction 1 hope to move in, I vou look at Pol-
ke's styles, they changed a great deal over the years;
I used 1o find that incredibly impressive, but from
A perspective of cultaral strength and absoluteness,
that diversity becomes a kind of flatness. Many peo-

ple love his work, but perhaps no one loves it abso-

BLUE AND JUN YAOD GLAZED LOTUS

QIANLONG PERIOD QING DYNASNTY

24

O xl2 Y peadwenid by Mpdeln Company

exhibition view

Soanghwy, 200194 MADEIN GEROGENE VAN LOTOSSAMEN

BEAC UND JUNYAOCGEASIERT, QIANLONG-PERIODE,
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XU ZHEN, FTERNITY — NORTHERN () STANDING BUDDHA

warhle gratns, weltal, gold forl, catk 1197/ x 107

EWIGKETT

Long Museum, Sthaughas, 2014

glan/urerewystdrhier Beton, Marmerharner, Metall,

Iutely, Whereas with Koons, those who like the work,
love it and those who dislike it, hate it So | consider
him and Polke two different cultural forms.

PT: This desire to avoid self-expression seems like
the impetus behind the “UNDER HEAVEN" (2012-)
series, for which vou apply pigment 10 the support
with a cake decorator’s bag and nozzle, 10 create
paintings that look like gaudy birthday cakes,

XZ: Yes, and that's why I've become so interested in
this idea of artworks as product lines, We are working

on catulogues now to introduce our different series

291 Grand St New York NY 10002
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AMAZON AND BARBARIAN, 2004, glase fiber veinforend concrsty

by Madeln Company, exhibition vien

STEHENDER BUDDHA, NORDILICHE G, AMAZONE UND BARRAR

Goldfolie, fo 304 & JTINE x 340 cm, Ausslellungransicht

of works, our product lines. They look and feel like
automobile sales brochures,

PT: This drive toward outright corporatization is also
a stvlistic and aesthetic question. If vou really want to
achieve the look and texture of advernsing, then the
quality of the paper, the character of the lavout, the
feel of the texts all need to be considered.

XZ: We will gradually start to outsource this work
to advertising companies. We just began a month
ago, establishing an advertising division inside our
own company, and changing our graphic design and
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writing style accordingly. I find this a lot of fun. We
tried 1o work with advertising companies from the
beginning, but it has been difficult. They don’t know
what we want to do. Lately, we have been working
on an advertisement for the *"UNDER HEAVENT paint-
ings, but this also becomes a work of video art. And
the posters we make might be photographic works
in their own right. This is interesting—the many
possibilities of so many different styles and ways

of thinking
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PT: What does classical civilization, Western or Chi-

nese, mean o vou? [t appears as a straw man in so many
of vour recent works, most recently the “ETERNITY”
(2013-) series. where you juxtapose rephicas of famous
examples of Greek and Northern Wei sculptures—Iie-
erally neck o neck—and ver I get the sense from our
conversations that it’s not something vou feel particu-
larly burdened by, or acutely compelled o overthrow

XZ: | don't think it needs 1o be overthrown. Like we

were saving before, my overwhelming impression of
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our current moment s that there are no clear na-

tional boundaries, and that perhaps my own values
and those of my collaborators are not particularky Chi-
nese, | don't really even think about these questions
anvimore, but when curators and museum people
come ta the studio, they often remark how what we
are doing is unlike what they see elsewhere in China
I think that’s great, because the way 1 work isn't very
Chinese. People all over the world cat and drink and

use more or less the same things, and many Chinese

N Zhen

traditions ave long gone from our lives. Some people
find this sad, but it's reality. And perhaps that's the
biggest problem for our generation-—we don’t really
even know what culture is. We are not infamated with
anvthing. I could never say that I'love Chinese paint-
ing. 1 might like it, but not with any overwhelming
passion. | believe that our generation is tasked with
doing things, with making things, with creating, That
is our special characteristic. As for whit we specifi-

cally go about makimg—that seems less important.
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Madeln

— Carporations are pvn[nlt, wy friend

Is the creation of Madeln Company, by the artist Xu
Zhen, a rational expression of an era marked by the
erasure of distinctions between corporations and
people? To be sure, Xu Zhen is not the first artist
1o transform himsel! into 4 company, and countless
others incorporate more quictly 10 maximize their
income and mancuverability. Bur Madeln may be
special in at least one respect: The company’s pro
duction could be understood increasingly o contem-
plate the notion of heaven—not offering up a clea
picture the way religious authorities might, yet keep-

ing this abstraction in focus as a question

My first real glimpse of Madeln dates back 1o 2009
the vear of the company’s formation, and the year
I visited China for the first time. The group show
"Seeing One's Own Eves: Contemporary Art from the
Middle East™ was on view at Shanghai’'s ShanghART
Gallery. (1 had not raveled to Shanghai expecting
10 learn first about that proverbial “nearer™ East, but
confronting my own surprise at hnlllng such a show

in China did somehow make me retlect, or see in

MONIAA SZEWCZYK currenthy hves in Athens, shere she

b 8 curstor o Documents 14 (2017
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MONIKA SZEWCZYN

side my own eves, as it were.) If the system of the
exhibition neatly bypassed the centrality of the West,
the strange recognition elicited by the ensemble of
works could not be said 10 entirely reform the gaze
that has been formulated there” On display were
vanous sculptures, collages, and reliefs that drew on
an iconography as familiar to the visitor of Art Basel
as it would be to the readers of the Naw York Times on
Artforem. Evervthing looked, well, just like contem-
porary art for the global market should: generically
evocative forms spiced with enough ethnic detail 1o

make their consumption feel like a border crossing,
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Nl ZHEN, CALM

2009, water mativens
produced by
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albeit a very smooth one, producing minimal differ-
ence and minimal threat

Still, long after getting the jokes, one work from
the exhibition stood out: a pile of rubble covering
a large waterbed, thereby undulating ever so slowly,
almost imperceptibly, and simply entitled CALM
(2000). Although, in the context of the Middle East-
ern exhibition, this strangely moving form could be
seen to evoke the aftermath of destruction one as-
sociates with the world’s most telegenically troubled
region, its name and actual behavior (Le. its horizon-

tality and serene animation) paradoxic ally promised
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something that only seems possible in another life
namely, peace in the Middle East

I took note and resolved to show CALM in “*Nether
Land,” an exhibition 1 was planning with Nicolaus
Schathausen at the Dutch Culture Center (a tempo-
rary venue built for Shanghai's World Expo in 2010)
“Nether

projections or artists' views onto cultures that were

Land” intersected several cross-cultural
not their own,” in an attempt to strike a somewhat
dissonant note among the kind of production of na-
tvonal essences for mass consumpnon that occur at

world’s fairs, including biennials and other perennial
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and “global™ exhibitions of contemporary art. In
Madcln’s first exhibition, and perhaps particularly
in CALM, | recognized a wry wisdom about the traps
of this kind of exposure., This year, reading the cat-
alogue of Madeln’s latest exhibition, | was intrigued
to find Huang Zhuan, an eminent critic and curator
who has helped 1o shape the terms that define Chi-
nese contemporary an for close o thirty vears, men-
ton CALM as a standour work:

I have a soft spot for the work that used bricks (CAILM).
It°s mot like all the other works, it veally i “good. ™ The one
with the boat or the trapeze, for tstance, they still rely on
symbols. You can see that it's still a game, you can see how
wt's played. But CALM would still be a “good ™ work no mal-
ter what context in which you place it.*

What makes CALM special? Is it that in slipping
outside popular symbolism one finds on Google, it
achieves a kind of autonomy—a sense that the imag-
ination at work in making it is free of clichés and
thereby capable of producing a new image or better
still of quicting down visual noise?

When Madeln Company recently produced it
maker—Xu Zhen—for the exhibition “Movement
Field™ (2014), the gesture somehow confirmed that
the artist who founded the company in the first place
was becoming a special kind of product. But was he
or is he still human? Is the person bom of the corpo-
ration somehow distinct from the mornal whose only
mother is a woman, whose only father is a man? In
“Movement Field™ (as in other exhibitions produced
by Madeln), there was little to be gleaned in terms
of Xu Zhen's biography, personhood, or personality.
As the artist works collaboratively with his studio em-
ployees and less formal advisors and producers (all
of whom are very rarely profiled or named), this de-
flection from individual biography could somehow
be seen as a new kind of autobiography. What we
get is a counter-image of the psychological subject;
a strange entity asserts itself whose complex, commu-
nal makeup mirrors that of the corporation. Is it not,
after all, the uncertain subjectivity of the corpora-

291 Grand St New York NY 10002
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I'll go a linde further. | think the particular pleasure
of CALM stems from its ability to “play the game,”
and play it quite shrewdly but also 1o offer something
extra. This clement exceeds the rational calculation,
the head-spinning, circular logic and the delirious vol
ley of references that can be said to charactenze most
works by Madeln. Perhaps. like Madeln’s best prod-
ucts, it opens up o something that is missing in so
much (art) production within what s now called the
“new spirit of capitalism.” That somcthing carries an-
other kind of “spinit.” Somehow the subtle animation
of CALM suggests an anima, and a peaceful one at that.
And although it can be difficult to find a name for that
part of existence, which tends to be drained by human
functioning inside a capitalist system, one should not
be embarrassed to try. For now, I will simply call it
heaven. What makes Madeln interesting is that—
rather than resisting capitalism overtly—its question-
ing of the heavenly realm, which might just undo or
otherwise transform capitalism’s soul-draining spirit,
seems o come from imsde the corporate frame.

tion—the fact that it is driven by people yet able 1o act
as a kind of supersubjectivity, at times strategically
depersonalized, at times all oo human—that lends it
so much power in today’s transforming environment,
where market forces are often spoken about as if they
had feelings of distrust or confidence?

"Movement Field”™ concentrated on abstractions,
or the abstraction of human beings 1o be precise:
lines describing the movements of multitudes in pro-
tests (often against the rise of corporate power) and
marches across the world. The exhibition title echoed
the name of an ongoing (one could even say living)
work, which first manifestied as a series of “horizon-
tal monuments” inscribed in the landscape—paths
matching the trajectories traveled by protesters and
other mass movers in the streets of cities as diverse
as Cairo, London, Santiago, and Ouawa. Again,
the individual is nowhere o be seen or felt, but the
viewer experiences MOVEMENT FIELD by walking
along these paths, joining the protests in an abstract
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And here a question anses: I the corporation

is the corporcaliy (the incorporation) of the “spunt

of capitalism,” might the only way o transtorm, re
form, or downright oppose this increasingly powerful
entity he precisely in a different kind of incorpora
tion, understood as embodimentr The lack of corpo
reality—the dehumanuing abstraction of the human
which s the

makcup of compancs great threat of

corporations 1o human value—is here asserted by the

291 Grand St New York NY 10002
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ultra<abstraction of the work, and then (potentially
subverted by the mindiul, embodied engagement by
human mdividuals

Madeln Company’s ocuvre can also be character
wed as moves within a plaving bHicld. And the artist s
work might attract scorn precisely for being “just
in China. Yet
-or what Xu Zhen

(something he has

a game —as does so much art made
Madeln somehow takes this scorm

assocates with the “Western gaze”
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NIT ZHEN, CURRENCY'S 1hEAL
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St ek \Y
felt since he entered the picture)”—and absorbs it

into the DNA of its works. Now critics in both the East
and the West agree that Madeln is clever. Some will
venture to say that, of all the artists in China trving
to be clever, “it's only Madeln that's really solved the
system’'s riddle,™

Consider what another corporation, the publica
tion giant Phaidon, had to say about the phenom-
enon, on the occasion of Xu Zhen's invitation to
be the featured artist at last year's Armory Show in
New York

Finally, those after a 310,000 souwvenir of the 2014 fairs
should register their intevest in Xu's special Benefit edition,
produced exclusively for the farr, CURRENCY'S IDEAL,
2014, This soft sculpture of a /un't.'um/\ figure atop of a

wringer churning oul bank notes venterprets Rodin's THI
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WAHRUNGSIDEAL, Spielseng, limitierie Aufl
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THINKER in the style of Claes Oldenburg, with a touch of
Cattelan perhaps Proof that, when it comes o art [airs,
East Astan artists are now thinking along the same lines as
the rest of us.”

Please reread that last sentence. Let the sense of
relief sink i Finally, a Chinese artist who thinky just like
“us “let's welcome him to the US!

Is this heaven? Surely, the company is basking in
a halo of praise, critical acclaim, and some financial
success, But | think Madeln matters not only because
the enterprise is clever enough to match the expecta-
tons ol its Western audience or because it confirms
the image the West has of itself as exporter of cul-
ture. Madeln does all this while, with its very name
it rubs in the indisputable reality of China's extraor-

dinary productivity and enormous trade surplus. The
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company’s name is like an empire that wants to go
on, 10 extend—scemingly prophesying a whole world
made in China. Sull, if the project playfully nods to-
ward China's imperial self-image—positioning itself
on the productive side of KT (pronounced tien-hsia,
meaning “under heaven™ )—it also complicates the
very idea of a nation.

Madeln Company points to the notion of the na-
von as a corporation and leaves the position of ant
or culture ambiguous. On the one hand, art might
simply be a 100l for the successful commaodification
of a national brand. As such, art is perhaps not en-
tirely under heaven (within the nation, the world) but
hovering in the heavens so that it can perceive and
produce an image of what lies underneath, At these
times, art must take up what, from my current domi-
cile in Athens, 1 might call the "Olympic viewpoint™
a kind of removed, universal, even heavenly stance,
which remains at a critical distance from the action.
The elevated view of protest routes Is perhaps only
possible from this vantage point. But it is available
10 anyone who looks at Google Maps. And vet, art’s
heavenly dimension is not always and not entirely the
production of critical distance—and this is crucial.

What lies beyond or deeper within (art in the ser-
vice of) the corporation-nation? And how can this
alterity be rendered corporcal?z Madeln's research
into what it calls PHYSIQUE OF CONSCIOUSNESS
(201 1=)—an exhaustive collection of data on and
reenactment of religious, political, and otherwise
socially potent rituals, exercises, gestures, and forms
aimed at the transformation of spirit or ideology—
may be interpreted wryly as new age pablum for
the soulbstarved, dehumanized masses.' But watch-
ing the video of the PHYSIQUE OF CONSCIOUSNESS
EXERCISE | (which is available on YouTube as a kind
of promotional tool, in good corporate fashion), it
is also possible to follow the slow movement of the
monklike demonstrator (cast against a celestial
background, submerged in synthetic massage-parlor
sounds, and guided by soothing, English-accented
female instruction) and come to other conclusions,
For those inclined to understand contempaorary art
as false consclousness alone, this can prove an awk-
ward image due to its unwinking aspirations toward
holistic healing and cultural fitness through exercise,

The conscionusness at stake here is not true or correct
(the opposite of false). It is physical; thus, the old
division between physical and mental processes dis-
solves slowly, and something that has not been part of
art for centuries comes back from a repressed state.

1 will conclude provisionally with a proposal that
this is a kind of heaven in the making. Certainly, the
mission is far from accomplished. As Guo Juan writes
of the MOVEMENT FIELD project:

The decision to undertake this work carries with it cer
tain visks. It means the farced, rushed release of a road map
that one has publicly acknowledged can wever be sucees-
[fully completed; it means making one’s future suppovitions
the fixed prevequisites for further discusvion, And yot the
artist’s goal remains: changing the world in which sor live.
This means more than mocking modern life, or offering
a purely intellectual challenge. It goey beyond extablishing
a complete symbolic system—even if the system estableshed &
in balance with the real world, and can both generate and
deconstruct itself. Symbols cannot ever veally truly replace
the world, and life is more than the rules of some game. Fer.
coption remarny, for wy, @ basic ability worth cherishing.'"

Much practice, exercise, and repetition is needed
to reshape perception. And perhaps exercise must
come ahead of spiritual awakening.” The eureka im-
pulse of the Enlightenment is there to confuse things.
For centuries, art has tended 10 serve this impulse
through the production of consumable symbaols, As
result, we have 100 few tools for embodying, let alone
persisting in any consciousness for longer than an
“aha”™ moment. Some weird idea of pure spirit haunts
us. Meanwhile, the body cannot be imagined. To add
1o the problem, many corporations want to render
human bodies robotic, working away to produce even
themselves as consumables that will be cannibalized
and sometimes shared by other starving souls, The
deceptively simple question of what happens when
art incorporates needs to be asked again (and again),
Does the artist, who has partly given up on the clas
sical notion of an individual human subjectivity and
begins 10 experiment with corporate personhood,
have a special opportunity to imagine another Kind
of existence? It seems that Madeln has begun to ad-
dress these questions, but much work remains. To
pensevere in this quest, to preserve the necessary ohy,
one must relax and stay calm.
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Indecent

Proposals

More than ever, images pretend to give us direct access to reality itself. The ever-expanding
media act as our “eves on the world,” providing us with information about what happens
across the globe. But there are 100 many events to capture, and 100 many images to digest,
day in and day out. Critics have often argued that Xu Zhen's work questions the media and
official narratives, revealing how we are too easily manipulated and fooled by our eyes. This
comment is certainly not an incorrect description, but the artist pushes beyond this evident
fiact to a harder truth: our own complicity in what we choose to see and what we ignore.

Many visitors to Xu Zhen's exhibition “Impaossible Is Nothing™ (2008) at Long March
Space, Beijing, were disturbed when they entered a hot, brightly lit room containing an arti-
ficial Sahel landscape. An African toddler crawled around in the dirt as a mechanical stuffed
vulture fixed its gaze upon her.” Some people immediately walked out of the installation
and exited the gallery while others engaged in heated debate. THE STARVING OF SUDAN
(2008), as this work is called, had such an impact on most viewers that they forgot it was
only one of two installations in Xu Zhen's solo exhibition, which borrowed its title from an
Adidas advertisement. In the first gallery space, visitors encountered DECORATION (2000),
featuring a large spaceship and a video that appears 1o show astronauts working inside. This
room was deliberately left unheated, in the middle of winter, to provide a palpable sense of
the extreme cold of outer space. The contrast between the two works was enormous, and the
slogany title of the exhibition amplified its uncertainty, ironic questioning, and cynicism as
well as the queasy feeling it gave visitors,

The tableau of THE STARVING OF SUDAN was a faithful re<creation of a famous photo-
graph by South African photographer Kevin Canter, for which he won a Pulitzer Prize in
1993, Carter’s photograph shows a vulture eveing a girl as she lies on the ground, exhausted
and near starvation. The vulture appears menacing, and the photo provoked a flurry of

PHILIPPE PIROTTE bs direcror of the Stidelschule and Portibus in Frankfun.
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XU ZHEN. THE STARVING OF SUDAN, 2008, pevfarmunce, widen, pAatagrapdn, dimeniians purrable

exhidition view, “Twposvibie Iy Nothing, " Lang March Space, Nesping, J0008

DAS HUNGERN DES SUDAN, Performance, Viden, Phatngraphirn. Manse variafiel, Ansstellungransicht

commentary on the ethics of photojournalism.” Critics stated that Carter should have helped
the child, instead of taking a picture. Even though the impression created by the photo was
not entirely true to life,” Carter had violated a taboo by showing us something we did not
wish to see. Shortly after the opening of his exhibition, | asked Xu Zhen what he hoped to
achiove by staging this plu\n('.ul\r scene; his contentions answer was ‘,Qﬁﬂ.@.' fmes you
visi), which roughly transhites as: "It has no meaning.”

In her book Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), Susan Sontag writes that “the frustration
of not being able to do anvthing about what the images show may be translated into an accu
sation of the indecency of regarding such images,™ We reject the image as if in self~defense
when someone attempts to insinuate such horror into our “reality.” I'he effect, however, is 1o
isalate the object of horror, to quarantine it outside “reality,” and 1o neatralize it, at the risk
of completely and irreversibly depriving it ol meaning.

Viewers of THE STARVING OF SUDAN could only enter the space from the one corner that
placed them at the same point from which the photograph was taken. At first, many of them
unwittingly re-enacted the shooting of the photograph with their own digital cameras and
cell phones.” These amatens photographers were manipulated into capturing a staged situa

tion exactly as Carter himsell had framed his own tableau

Ix!

James

533 West 26 St New York NY 10001 291 Grand St New York NY 10002 2127149500  jamescohan.com COhan



y {
| N
1Al | 1 l
Wi 1 '
( Was N
(.1 | ( \ 1] h 1 I
N ! 1 ! | |
I ) } v} ) | | >
| Y
| N
| ) I |
Hi 1AR ol )
I p } ) |
Aldd | | S il ) ! \
Yorl | | ( ed (
| ]
() {
| ( | ) I e |
hit | { We \ \
| { \
| T |} ' Ll (

533 West 26 St New York NY 10001 291 Grand St New York NY 10002 2127149500  jamescohan.com

James

Cohan



James

533 West 26 St New York NY 10001 291 Grand St New York NY 10002 2127149500  jamescohan.com COhan



Xu Zhen

189

James

533 West 26 St New York NY 10001 291 Grand St New York NY 10002 2127149500  jamescohan.com COhan



EDITION FOR PARKETT 96

XU ZHEN

THE TRIBAL CHIEF'S NEW CLOTHES, 2015
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