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Abstract

This thesis explores the discursive materialities of contemporary Chinese art, analysing
six artworks or arprojects featured ithe exhibitionThe Allure of MatterMaterial

Art from China(2020) and its associated research projects, through the |&fesnof
Materiaism. Traditional anthropological approaches to contemporary Chinese art often
prioritise the arstés intellectual contribution over the material, viewing artworks as

A f 1 n iosstatc dutcomes of the arakingprocessin contrast, this study proposes

a performative and ontological understanding on the materialities of contemporary
Chinese artDrawing onNew Materiaist theories, it argues that materials in art can act

as dynamic entities deeply intertwined with human actions and activities. THkéng
Allure of Matterexhibition as a springboard, this study examines six featured artworks
or art projects by Yang Jiechang, Lin Tianmiao, He Xiangyu, Liang Shaoji, Zhang Huan,
and Song Dong. It seeks to fill the interpretative voids that exist within the study of
contemporay Chinese art, with a focus on those works grounded in vibrant materialities,
examining specific instances where materials in the chosen artworks manifest as
dynamic and agential forces. These instances serve as illustrations of taztinta
becoming 6 humanrnon-humanassemblageand the modes of knowledge production
through the complex interplay of various agencies, including humarhuroan, and
morethanrh uman enti ti es. This exploration shif
creativity to the clbaborative emergence of artwork, highlighting the inseparable and
often amorphous boundaries between humamantuman subject and object, nature

and culture, as well as matter and mind. Ultimately, this study aims to pave the way for
a renewed persptee on processuality, causality, relationality, affectivity, and the
agentic capacities @& dynamic conceptugi t i on of ar, addosatingéot er i al i
the respect ohornthuman nature othe sovereignty of matter beyond hurraantric

views.
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Zhang Huan.Berlin Buddha 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and
Aluminium. Aluminium Buddha ParB70 x 290 x 260 crrAsh Buddha Part: 350
x 480 x 290 cmHaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Song DongWater Records 2010, andraceless Stele 2016. Installation
view, The Allure ofMatter. Material Art from China Los Angeles County
Museum of Art, 20182020. Photo courtesy of Museum Associates/LACMA.
Yang JiechanglO0 Layers of Ink1992. Painting. Ink on xuan pap&B5 x 172
cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Yang JiechangOne Hundred Mes Squared ], 1990. Painting. Ink, xuan

paper, gauze, Korean paper, 78 x78 cm. Photo courtesy of InkStudio, Beijing,
China.

Yang Jiechanglhe Moon and the Sufh991. Painting. Ink, gauze, xuan paper, 37

X 46 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Yang Jiechng, Ladder to Heaven, 1992. Painting. Ink, xuan paper, gauze, Korean
paper, 193.4 x129.9 cm. Photo courtesy of InkStudio, Beijing, China.

Yang Jiechang sitting on the floor at Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1989, surrounded by
his installation aMagiciens ded Terre Each painting: 420x280cm. Courtesy of
Fei Dawei.

Yang Jiechangl00 Layers of Ink, No,11994. Paintinglnk and acrylic on paper

laid down on canvad70.2 x186.1 cmCourtesy of the artist.

Yang Jiechangl00 Layers of Ink, N0.21994. Paintig. Ink and acrylic on paper

laid down on canvad75.3 x186.1 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

. Yang Jiechangl00 Layers of Ink, N0,3994. Paintinglnk and acrylic on paper

laid down on canvad70.2 x186.1 cmCourtesy of the artist.
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Liang ShaojiChains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No. 79
(installation view), 20022007.Polyurethane, colophony, iron powder, silk, and
cocoonsDimensions variablePhoto courtesy of the artist and ShanghART
Gallery.

Lin Tianmiao. The Proliferaton of Thread Windindinstallation view), 1995.
Video & Installation. White cotton thread, rice paper, steel needles, bed, video
player, television monitor. Dimensions variable, open studio, Baofang Hutong 12#,
Beijing. Photo courtesy of Lin Tianmiao Studi

He Xiangyu,A Barrel of Dregs of Coc&ola, 2009. Installation. Coe&ola resin,
metal, and glass, 210 x 100 x 100 cm. Rubell Family Collection, Miami.

Zhang HuanTaipei Buddha2010.Sculptural installation. Ash and Aluminium.
350 x 360 x 340cm. MoCAaiPei.

Zhang HuanSydney Buddha015.Sculptural installationAluminium Buddha
Part: 370 x 290 x 260 cm; Ash Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 cm. Carriageworks,
Sydney, Australia.

Zhang HuanBerlin BuddhgDetail. The ash Buddha sculpture before the reahov

of its face cover), 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminidsin
Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 chhaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Zhang Huan.Berlin Buddha(Detail of the aluminium Buddha mould), 2007.
Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron anduminium. Aluminium Buddha Par870 x

290 x 260 cmHaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Zhang HuanBerlin BuddhgDetail. Invited guests removing the supporting iron),
2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and AluminiuAsh Buddha Part: 350 x
480 x 290 cmHaunch of Venison, Berlin. Invited guests removing the supporting

iron.
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Zhang Huan65 Kilograms 1994. Performanc@hotocourtesy of Xing Danwen.

Zhang HuanGreat Leap Forward Canal Building 2007. Painting. Incense ash.

286x1080cm. Photo courtesy of the artist.

Zhang Huan. Pagoda 2009. Gray brick,

steel,

244(height)x335(diameter) inches. Blum ana Plaos Angeles.

taxidermied pig.

Zhang Huan.Berlin Buddha(Detail of the aluminium Buddha mould), 2007.

Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminium. Aluminium Buddha Ff@ x

290 x 260 cmHaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Zhang Huanl2 Square Metersl994.Performance. Single channel video, 3min

2sec, documentation of a-#@inute performance

Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail. Wor ker s 6

c oBeriint Buddicdt i o n

2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminium. Aluminium Buddha Part:

370 x 290 x 80 cm Ash Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 draunch of Venison,

Berlin. Invited guests removing the supporting iron.

Zhang HuanBerlin BuddhaDetail of the head part of the ash Buddha sculpture),

2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and AluminiuAsh Buddha Part: 350 x

480 x 290 cmHaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail of the middle and lower parts of the ash

Buddha sculpture), 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and AluminAsh.

Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 chfaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Song DongWater Record¢Detail), 2010. Photo courtesy of theistrand Pace

Gallery.

Song DongWater Recordg¢Detail), 2010. Photo courtesy of the artist and Pace

Gallery.

Song DongFrying Water( Vi d e o

Still),

1992.
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the artist and Pace Gallery.

Song DongSecret Divulging1995. Pedrmance. Ban Shang Hu Tong, No.23,
Beijing, China.

Song Dong.Stamping the Waterl996. A set of thirtysix chromogenic prints,
Photography, each: 61 x 40 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Song DongWriting Diary With Water 1995. Chromogenic prints, Photogrgph
each: 44 x 64 cm; 44 x 64 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Song Dong.Breathing (Part 1 and Part 2), 1996. Colour transparencies and
compact disc, each: 150 x226 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Wang Xizhi. copy of thé’reface to the Poems Composed at the OrBlaidlion,
Tang Dynasty, written in fourth century
Song DongA Pot of Boiling Waterl995.12 photographs, gelatine silver print on
paper, each: 318 x483 mr@ourtesy of the artist.

Fan KuanTravelers Among Mountains andé&img ], Song Dynasty

(10th Century)} Song Dynasty (Early 11th Century). Painting. Hanging scroll; ink

on paper, 1033 x 2063 cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei.

Yang Jiechang in process of creation at the Centre Pompidou, Paris for the
exhibitionof Magiciens de la Terrel989 Courtesy of Fei Dawei.

Huang Yong Ping.Theater of the World(installation view), 1987/1993.
Installation. Wood and metal structure with warming lamps, electric cable, insects
(spiders, scorpions, cricketxyckroaches, black beetles, stick insects, centipedes),
lizards, toads, and snakes, 150 x 170 x 265 cm overall. Guggenheim Museum, New
York.

Sun Yuan and Peng YDogs Which Cannot Touch Each Othe2003.

Performance. 8 Bull Terriers, 8 Running Machinestisit Drive. Video.
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Courtesy of Galleria Continua, San Gimignano, Beijing, Les Moulins, Habana.
Xu Bing. A Case Study of Transferend®93/1994. Performance, mixed media
installation / Ink and live pig€ourtesy of the artist.

Liang ShaojiChains: The Wbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No. 79
(Detail), 2002 2007. InstallationPolyurethane, colophony, iron powder, silk, and
cocoonsPhoto courtesy of the artist.

Liang ShaojiChains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No. 79
(Installation view at Wrightwood 659), 2002007. InstallationPolyurethane,
colophony, iron powder, silk, and cocoons. Dimensions variédbleto courtesy

of the artist and ShanghART Gallery.

Liang ShaojiChains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, NatweeeS, No. 79
(Installation view), 20022007. Installation. Polyurethane, colophony, iron
powder, silk, and cocoons. Dimensions variaBleoto courtesy of the artist and
ShanghART Gallery.

Liang Shaoji. 8 Series3, 2009. Installation, Video, Microscopes &ive
Silkworms. Photo courtesy of the artist.

Trays of live silkworms in Liang Shaoji's studio. Photo courtesy of the artist and
ShanghART Gallery.

Making-process ofChains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Saries
Li ang Shaoj iocbustesygdfthedartist.. Phot o

Liang Shaoji.Natural Series N0.251999.Photo & Video, 98.0 X 135.0 cm,
duration 5 ' 36Photo courtesy of the artist.

Lin Tianmiao. The Proliferation of Thread WindingDetail of the video
demonstrating Linbés endless thread bi

cotton thread, rice paper, steel needles, bed, video player, television monitor.
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Dimensions variable, open studio, Baofang Hutong 12#, Beifthgto coumisy

of Lin Tianmiao Studio.

He Xiangyu,A Barrel of Dregs of Coc&ola (Detail), 2009.Installation. Coca
Colaresin, metal, and glass, 210 x 100 x 100 cm. Rubell Family Collection, Miami.
Photo courtesy of Museum Associates/LACMA.

He Xiangyu. Documentain of the makingprocess ofCola Project 2009 2011.
Photography. Inket print on paper, dimensions variable. Photo courtesy of the
artist.

He Xiangyu. Documentation of the makipgocess ofCola Project 2009 2011.
Photography. Inljet print on paper, diensions variable. Photo courtesy of the
artist.

He Xiangyu. Documentation of the makipgocess ofCola Project 2009 2011.
Photography. Inket print on paper, dimensions variable. Photo courtesy of the
artist.

He Xiangyu. Documentation of the makipgpcess ofCola Project 2009 2011.
Photography. Inket print on paper, dimensions variable. Photo courtesy of the
artist.

He Xiangyu. Documentation of the makipgocess ofCola Project 2009 2011.
Photography. Inket print on paper, dimensions variabRhoto courtesy of the
artist.

He Xiangyu.Cola Project Resiffinstallation view at 4A Centre for Contemporary
Asian Art, 20092010. Installation. Courtesy of the artist and White Space, Belijing

Photocourtesy oZan Wimberley.
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| ntroducti on

This thesis examines the discursive materialities of contemporary Chinese art, focusing

on six artworks or art projects from the exhibitibne Allure of MatterMaterial Art

from China (2020) and its associated research projects, through the leNsvof

Materialsm. While material culture and other anthropologically oriented approaches to
contemporary Chinese art tend to priorizéstici nt el | ect overs Ai nani m
considering artmaking and artwera s i f i aor fixedreeddproductsthe present
researchputs fortha performative and ontological understanding of materiality in
contemporary Chinese art. Drawing blew Materiaist theories, especially Karen

Bar adds c o rhenepst perfofmativify, bvéllt here argu¢hat materials in

atwork particularly thosd@prct,ée@at dlageddnmbiIfegt
dimensiond possess the potential to present themselves as vibrant entities intrinsically
intertwined with humans and human activities. Using eRkbibition The Allure of

Matter as an initial point of inspiration, this researahalysessix artworks or art

projects featured thereiby Zhang Huan, Song Dong, Yang Jiechang, Liang Shaoji,

Lin Tianmiao, and He Xiangyu. Aiming to bridge existing intetptive gaps

surrounding contemporary Chinese art, particularly matbesaéd artworks, thibesis
ventures into the vitality of artds mater.i
as an emergent outcome of multiple agenadgere human, nehuman and more

thanhuman entities are entangled and actively participadetistic processes dieing

and becoming.This exploration underscores tlmseparableand often amorphous

boundaries between human amah-human subject and object, nature and culture, as

well as matter and mind, which emerge and are negotiated through complex
interconnections and interactions among agendidisnately, this study endeauts to

set the stage for a rejuvenated perspective onepsoelity, causality, relationality,

13



performativity, affectivity and the agentic capacities of a dynamic concegaieln of

artodés materialities.

Central to this study ishe consideration othe discursive materialities artie

reimaginng of human anchonrhumanagenci es wi thin artwor kso
materialsation. As such, it is important to acknowledge current insights and approaches
related to the materiality of contemporary Chinese art, and to identify new perspectives

and methodologies thallow us to rethink anthropologically oriented approaches to

material culture.

1. The prominence of materials in contemporary Chinese artand primary
approaches to exhibiting contemporary Chinese art

In the wake of theeventiesas China transitioned beyd Mao Zedon@ death and the
end of the Cultural Revolution, its astic landscape underwena profound
metamorphosis. The Cultural Revolution had rigorously prescribed starfdalts
championing Socialist Realism. This style painted an idyllic tableau of Chinese society,
industry, and daily life. Howeverhy the eighties many artists felt this art was
increasingly misrepresentative othet r ut h of C lamdntlze 6asitherttic st or vy
experiences of its people. This dissonance sputiedemergence akalistic styles,
such as Scar Art, which shed light on recent historical traumas, and Rustic Realism,
which extolled the everyday lives of citizens. The '85 New Wave Movement, however,
emhbarked on a bolder path. Rather than just depict, these artists emdebvo
deconstruct traditional realist motifs, navigating awgemtde avenues such as
conceptual, performance, and installation art. Additionally, they pioneered

participatory eventsgedefining the nexus between art, the individual beholder, and the

14



broader society.

This artistic evolution was punctuated by the embrace of eclectic materials. Artists
began to use everything from plastics and yarns to organic elements like silk and
cablages. Huang Yong Ping (1952D19) creatively washed two bodks treatise on
modern art and another on Chinese pairdiiga washing machine, later displaying

the pulp on shattered glass. Gu Dexin (born 1962) transformed plastic into droplets that
adorned wlls. Liang Shaoji (born 1945) crafted interactive silk cubes framed in red
metal.Cai GueQiang (born 1957) innovated a new form of drawing through his use of
gunpowder andireworks. These material explorations stand out as some of the most
radical worksof their times, and, in retrospect, these artists proved among the most
important of their generation. The 1988ina/AvantGardeexhibition first showcased

these pioneering material experimen&nce then,some artists in China have
tenaciously ventured intavariety of differentmaterials These materials range from
traditional ones such as inkuan paper, porcelain, gunpowder, incense, anddsilk
deeply embedded in Chi nads art] andphilosdphiyst ory o
(including Buddhismd to more unconventional materials that are commonly used or
seen today and have weltablished utilitarian functions in the modern world, like
plastic, cotton, water, and consumer goods such as soda drinkse hmalls of
contemporaryChineseartists, these materials are presented in ways that defy their
familiar roles and meaninga their predominant contexts, whether in premodern or
contemporary times. The previously dominant authoritative interpretationsesé t
materials become inadequate in understanding their values and roles within these
contemporary artworks, which establfsésh, tactile dialogues betweanwork, artist,

and spectator.

15



This dynamic use of materials in Chinese art aligns in many wiéiiswhat Peter
Osborne describes ilsnywhere or Not at Alas the third stage of modernism, where
each artwork must establish its own legitimacy as &he contemporary moment in

art is charactesed by its engagement with tiikistorical presenb wherein materials

and techniques must not only resonate with their historical significances but also engage
with current sociepolitical realities? This perspective is particularly relevant when
examining the use of materialsdioantemporaryhinese artwhere traditional materials

like ink, porcelain, and silk carry deep cultural and historical significances, while
unconventionamaterialsfrequently seen or used in modern or contemporary ltkee
cotton, soda drinks, and wateave their rootegociopolitical realitiesor utilitarian

roles For instancethe traditional use of ink in calligraphy is not merely a nod to the
past but is often reimagined to comment on predaptissues, thereby resisting a
monolithic interpretationSimilarly, contemporar Chinese artists like Zhang Huan and

Cai GuoeQiang use materials like incense ash and gunpowder, respectively, to explore

themes of memory, trauma, and environmental degradation.

These examples highlight how materials in contemporary Chinese art opéhate
multiple, often overlapping discourses, challenging singular interpretations and
engaging with both their historical origins and contemporary significaMm®over,

the broader reading on modernity, postmodernity, and contemporaneity, such as in
Modernity, Postmodernity, Contemporaneigntinomies of Art and Culturedited by

Terry Smith, Okwui Enwezor, and Nancy Condeapports the idea that contemporary

! Peter OsborneAnywhere or Not at All: Philosophy of Contemporary (Randon: Verso,
2013).
2 |bid.

16



art challenges traditional categories and interpretafidites positionsmaterials as
active agents in the creation of meaning, underscoring the complexity of interpreting
materials in Chinese art within a singular authoritative framework. Consequently, more

scholarly attention is needed in this regard.

However thediversity and plurality of materials used in these new art févame often

been overlooked in exhibitions of contemporary Chines&arthe past three decades,
contemporary Chinese art exhibitions have
cultural shifts, establishing a symbiotic relationship between curatorial activities,

artistic expressions, and the nationés tr a

If the eightiesmarked a significant breakthrough in Chinese contemporary art with the
China/AvariGarde exhibition, introducing the '85 New Wave movement and
acclimating the local audience to innovative formats like new media installations, video
works, and performance art within the established setting of a major state museum, then
the nineties represented a periodf societal transformation and a loosening of
governmental constraints, setting the stagerforeasinglyexperimental exhibitions

like Chi nads Ne1989 A098), andPconsurrently establishing a distinct
presence for Chinese art on tilebal stagé.The late ninetiesrepresented a pivotal

shift onthe Chinese art scenmarking a transitiofrom curators and critics grappling

3 Terry Smith, Okwui Enwezor, and Nancy Congded.,Modernity,Postmodernity,
ContemporaneityDurham, NC:Duke University Pres2008).
41bid., 1-17.
5> Michelle Lim, Navigating Floating Worlds: Curatorial Strategies in Contemporary Chinese
Art 1979 2008 (PhD Dissertation, Princeton University, 2013)i 80: The exhibition
Chi nads Ne989marked the frsd sgghificant showcaseCGifinese experimental
art abroad. It was featured from January 30 to February 28, 1993, during the Hong Kong Arts
Festival at Hong Kong City Hall and Pao Galleries in the Hong Kong Arts Centre. This
travelling exhibition made its way through Taipei, MelbwjrLondon, Vancouver, and
several cities in the USA between 1993 and 1997.

17



with the ideological challengesf the eightie® such as reconciling with Chita
modernity and the Waestto artsts increasingly participating in international
exhibitions. This exposure enabladiststo absorb and integrate contemporary trends
and theories from the global arts scene, effectively steering the trajectory of
contemporary Chinese art into the newlemhium with an enriched, globalgware
perspective. Exhibitions likeAnother Long March: Chinese Conceptual and
Installation Art in the Ninetiegpresented at the Breda Fundament Foundation in the
Netherlands in 199 began an exploration oew media famats within the context of
contemporary Chinese art. Notablpside Out: New Chinese Arturated by Gao
Minglu in 1998, instigated a significant paradigm shift, underlining the soalitical
characteristics of contemporary mainland China, Hong Komgyan, and Chinese

diasporas, while also embedding Chinese agante art in a globally relevant context.

In the beginning of the twentjirst century the Chinese contemporary art scene
underwent a substantial shift, ushering in a new era dominatedidig,critics, and
curators from the posteventiesand eightiesgeneration$.This transition marked a
transformation from avafgarde, antgovernment expressions to a more globally
accessible and politically subdued depiction of Chinese visual epdthich wasmore
closelyalignedwith market preferences. Artists and curators navigated the international
landscape with strategic collaborations and adaptabilitysinglthe exhibitionformat

as both a medium and a form of cLongt i que.
March project (2002), which innovatively reshaped institutional systems, and Feng

Mengbds Long March: Restari{2008), offering an indirect critique of exhibition

® Ibid., 149 50.
18



cultures’Ar ound the 2008 Beijing Ol yairptile s ,
(2002 0 1 0 ) a n dChigaaToacyRAT 2D3@9) exemplify artists utding open
exhibition structures to create experiences and explore virtual/temporal spaces,
showing less concern rfomarking historical events or opposing institutional
frameworks, and more for altering the contemporary Chinese art ecosystem and

building a domestic audience.

Entering the 2010s and beyond, exhibitions Mkeand China after 1989: Theater of
the World(2017 2018), held at Guggenheim Museum in New York, tended towards a
poignant reflection otthe transformative powenpf artistic experimentation in the
context ofglobalisation. There was a shifrom a strictly Sinocentric lens to a global
perspective, ritertwining artistic practice with the expansive cultural undertakings
within China and the contemporaneous cultural, intellectual, and higjial

developments.

The evolution of Chinese contemporary art from the thatntiethto thetwenty-first
century has been shaped by a complex interplay of domestic and international forces,
curatorial strategies, and sogolitical conditions, leading to transformatiookthe

roles of critics, artists, and curators. Positioned within intricate domestic and global art
contexts, each with its uniquset of political nuances, artworks and curatorial
approaches simultaneously support and subtly challenge established strddtares.
predominant methodologies hinge on segalitical and culturahistorical lenses,
alongside stylistic and comparative studeof which serves to anchartworks in

their respective political, social, or economic origins.

" Ibid., 157.
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Despite thepredominane of theseapproaches, the pivotal role and significance of

materials in contemporary Chinese art often remain overlooked, their contributions
sometimes obscured by more dominant narratives. Exhibitiongnigide Out: New

Chinese Ar(1999 2000) exemply this trend, framing nciVestern contemporary art

practices within narratives @fegional identity or the dominance ofiwestern art %

The populatheme officontemporaryChinese art, while prevalent, faces challenges in

providing aconsistent visual experience, often blending Chinese art with political

overtones and underscoring negefbr critical reassessment Current curatorial

strategies notwithstandingtheir cultural symbolism, risk perpetuating stereotypical

di vi des hbeetWestho fiand AChinado in an era mar

identities.

This situation brings us to a crucial crossroads in the discourse of contemporary Chinese
art, highlighting theneedto reassess and potentially reform the exhibitionary model. A
new curatorial approach that moves beyond direct and immediate-zoitioal
connections, and allows for a more autonomous, discursive experience and
interpretation of theespectivaartworks, may pave the way for a deeper, more nuanced

engagement witbortemporary China

The approach thdbrmsthe inspiration and intention for my thesis, involves a focused
exploration of the materiality of artworksm the past thirty years, exemplified the

2020exhibition The Allure of MatterMaterial Art from Ching curated by Wu Hung

8Mari e Martraire, AThe -OunApmoachsassCurbtbrial Ot her : The
F r a me wmarnkatior@al Art and CultureSeptember 17, 2014, assed Mar 4, 2024,
https://www.sfaq.us/2014/09/theaccessibletherthe-inside-out-approackascuratoriat
framework/.
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and Orianna Cacchione \atrightwood 659, Chicago artie Smart Museum of Art at
the University of Chicagd.This exhibition, asits title suggestsaimed toshift our

attention toward the very matter that forms the artwerkiighlighting an aspect of
contemporary Chinese art thatypically overshadowed bgperpetual quest to weave
direct connections between artworks and their spoidical or economic contexts of

production.

Marking a departure from biographical oarrativedriven exhibition model$® The

Allure of Matteremployed a variety of materials aslensthrough which tanterpret
contemporary Chinese art, showcasing numerous artwork$akatreviously been
exhibited under different thematic contexas various locations.The exhibition
occasioned crucial turning point for the analysestire presenthesis, initiating a
conversation that transcends prevailing sgmébtical narrativesfosteringengagement

with the artworks, artists, potential other creators, and viewers through a dialogue

rooted in the very matter of the pieces and the embedded narratives they may hold.

9 The exhibitiords reach extended well beyond a single venue, premiering at the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art before traveling to othesteemed locations, including the Smart
Museum of Art at the University of Chicago, Wrightwood 659 in Chicago, the Seattle Art
Museum, and finally the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts.
10 Although a few exhibitions since the 2000s have sgutig materials in contemporary
Chinese art, they typically focus on a single material used in art. Examples i@elomint
Marginal Space in Contemporary Aat Chambers Fine ArfNew York in 2002|nk Art: Past
as Present in Contemporary ChiahThe Mé New York in 2013Craft Transcendence:
Chinese Contemporary Obje@sMaison&Objet Paris in 2018, a@ouds Gather and
Unfolding: Paper An Exhibition of Modern Chinese Art on Papédchihara Lakeside
Museum in Tokyo in 2020. These exhibitions, whiisightful, were presented on a relatively
modest scale and failed to attract significant
materiality or make a broader impact on the study of contemporary Chinese art.

21



2. The Allure of Matterand Material Art
The Allure of Matter:Material Art from Chinashowcased fortgight artworks by
twenty-six Chinese artists spanning the past four decades, including various media and
formats includingpainting, sculpture, installation, videend performance. Made from
an intriguing range of materials, both intimate and generic, natural and artificial,
conventional and unconventiodasuch as water, wood, silkworms, tobacemd
CocaCola. Rather thanmmediately directing the viewar attention to the works
conceptual or symbolic manifestations thro
was drawn to the very essence and phenomena of the materials, revealing a unique
perspective not emphasd in pevious exhibition strategieand providing a fresh lens
through whichto understand contemporary Chinese agmelyd in Petra Lange

Ber ndt 68fiwor el |l ow the materi &I and to act

The exhibition coined the terMaterial Art [ ] to highlight a largely

unexplored area of contemporary Chinese. &@obnsidering that some of its
practitioner§ such as Huang Yong Pind9542019) Xu Bing (born 1955), Yang
Jiechang (born 1956), Song Dong (born 1966), Zhang Huan (born 1965), Lin Tianmiao
(born 1961) and Ai Weiwei (born 195¥)are among thenost influential Chinese
contemporary artiststo call this area unexplored is somewhat surprisidgen
discussed in scholarly terms as conceptual artists or members of thegandsnt
movement, thesartists arerecognsed for their formal and conceptual significance,
particularly their critical response to sodoltural issues. Notably, several artists
featured in the exhibition have dedicated many years to experimenting with a single

material, suctas Song Don@ engagement with water, Yang Jiech@angith ink, Ai

11 petra Langéerndt,Materiality (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2015), 13.
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WeiweiG with wood, Lin Tianmia® with cotton thread, and Zhang Héamuse of

incense ash. These material engagements are not mere aesthetic choices; they are
integral to the expression ganing, and resonance of the work. These engagements hint

at an intimate artistaterial relationship, where the material becomes a vital participant

in the conceptual reahtion of the artwork, rather than just a tool for conveying abstract
ideas. Seensaalternative artistwithin their local contextand as contributors to the

global contemporary art scene internationdlhese artists have created works that are

both culturally specific to China and globally relevdhi. he exhi bi ti onods f
Material Artencouraged reflection on the relationship between these renowned artists
and the materials they engage with. By foregrounding these connections, the exhibition
offers a refreshing and enlightening perspective on bwhartists and the boarder
landscape of contemporary Chinese art, opening up new possibilities for understanding

and appreciation.

The Allure of Matterffurther broadened its impact through a series of academic and
interactive activities, such as publectures, seminars, online programs, anbahe
activities @ue to the impact ahe Covid-19 pandemic)ln an accompanying public
lecture,Wu sheds light orMaterial Artas a creative surge from experimental artists
filling the void left by the rigid costraints othe Cultural RevolutionThis observation
also helps tdramemy intention to delve into the role of material in art beyond the
established, hegemonic discourse and narratisscording to Wufollowing Maaots

death in 1976, artistlound newopportunities for international travel and access to

2Wu Hung, AMaterial Art fTheoAlure®hMattea MateAah | nt r odu
Art from China eds., Wu HungandOrianna Cacchione (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 2019), 15
BWu Hung, Al n 4&es tNraurcet ioofn Aarntd Reconstructiono
Chicago, Chicago, October 16, 2021).
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translated Western workallowing for a moveaway from thePolitical Pop and Cynical

Realism movements that had been prevalent in the ninéfiesse movements

ironically commercialized Maoist symbols or employed formulaic antihero motifs

within the context of Chinese cultutéWhile elevating contemporary Chise art on

the global stagethese stylesevolved into a commercialized brand, somewhat

di sconnected fr om Ch i Thiséhitsideinedmangonestic i et al ¢
works from thelate eightiesand nineties which wererich in social commentaryna

innovative in installation, performance ,ahd sitespecific project$® These neglected

works, ofterlocal andnon-commercial, resisted fixed pictorial formuléiso d {ing]6 i | |

essential substances of traditional material culfurk transform[ing such shared

cul tur al properties intto a personalized vi:

Wu presentdlaterialAtas fia t horoughly cosmopolitan ap)|
Chinese aréind a culturally informed regional approach within global contemporary

a r ¥In odontrast to thesuperficial, butvisually striking Political Pop and Cynical

Realist movements, these nommmercial domestic works authentically address

Chinas social transformation$.Wu stresses the importance of acknowledging the

material in artgiventhevaried cultural connotatiommaterials can carngndthe use

that artistsmakeof it to navigate different historical and political contexts. Wu and

Cacchione aim to enrich materiality scholarship and interpret a significant, non

Westernartsi ¢ phenomenon, steering aMaeyal from pr

¥ 1bid.
15 1bid.
18 |bid.
7 bid.
18Wu ,
19Wu ,

MateribhaAot1%5rom Ch
I n the Name of Art . o

13

24



Artis0) or mer el y de sMateiiapAristsmake () i HlairSTey s vversa t
aspire to present an authentic perspedtiat counteractpotentially detached global
views,andtheyemphasize abts e n g with enatexial ih a wayn whichfimaterial

rather than i mage or styl e, i's paramount i

or social critique®!

Wu is careful to clarify thaiMaterial Artis neither a clearlglefined nor coordinated

artistic movement governed by specific agendas or rigid principles the present

thesis embracdhis idea, in that it strive® investigate a variety of artworks or projects

that defy easy classification withany specific art movementyhile aligning with the

Wu 6s c on Matgidl AtB’Wudfs under st andi MateriahAitd ar t i c
stem from a synthetic analysis of varied and diffuse art projects created over the past

thirty yearswheret he sel ected artwor ks aChmesdanot r eal
Chinese or whatever. It 6s real |l ywingtheom t he
subsequenChi nese thingso6 because a.%dUnltke of wor k
conventional art movements that might adhere to strict guidelMaterial Art is

charactesed by hybridity and complexit: The Allure of Mattehas included wdxs

from some of the most radical avagdrde Chinese artists from tbgghtie® such as

Huang Yong Ping, Yang Jiecharand Xu Bing all of whom are deeply connected

with Chinese traditiomand their early education. It also features works from younger

generation artisé such as He Xiangyu, Ma Qiushaand Liangshué who often

203, Howar d Ro s iCela, HuménB-at,iClgareite ASlm Tha Materially Driven
Ar t of Cont e ArpimAmericg/ApriC1bj 2628, accessed March 4, 2024.
https://www.artnews.com/ai-america/aiaeviews/allureof-mattermateriatart-from-
chinasmartmuseumwrightwood659wu-hung1202683842/.

2L\Wu |, Al ntroduction, 0 15.

22 |bid., 31.

2Wu Afln the Name of Art. o
24 |bid.
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pursue studies in the West and perceive themselséss enbtivated contractors

pursuing independent goal®

This curatorial stan@e which also guides my way of approaching art selection in this
thesi® marks a departure frora traditional reliance on conscious selection of art
works according to context, narratjya historical relevance, shifting instead towards

a materiatoriented method. Given the broad time span these selected artworks
encompass, and the varied generations of artists represented, there is notable diversity
and intricacy in their strategies, material choices, physical and conceptual realities, as
well as the socigolitical contexts within which thartworkswere conceived. These
works entwine multifaceted layers of meanings, derived from diverse conceptual and
material aspects of the art, to offer the audience a rich tapestry of ideology alitstio
tension, and psychological depth. This refusal to pigeoriMaterial Artinto a formal
category endows it with dynamism and richness, rendering it apt to capture the nuanced

realities of contemporary Chinese art.

It is hereworth noting the acaopanying scholarly volumeasthe first to analyse
Chinese art from a materiality perspectiwehich further anchors the exhibitidn
intellectual significancé® The essays in the catalogue dedicate significant space to
providing comprehensive historical accounts and contextual analyses, detailing why
and how specific materials were chosen, the abbsigraphies and personal narratives,
and their connections those materials, and outlining the distinct strategies employed

in the artmakingprocess The essays are both investigatory and inclusive

25 |bid.
26\Wu Hung and Orianna Cacchione, éthe Allure of Matter: Material Art from China
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2019).
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charactesing the common tendencies of contemporary Chines&viftita focus on

materials while also acknowledgin the divergenc® personal choices, and shared

tactics that make it so multifaceted. This is most evident igsWhroductory essay,

which underscorethe fiprocese as a pivotal aspect of mahaterial Art projects?’

l nspired by Wuds diemat rod,d tisphesispagssansiderable e

attention to this aspect. Yet it does so through a more conceptual framework, viewing

an ar timorrkodesisssperpetaak state of becoming, shaped by dynamic
engagements and mutual influences between materials and humanthgeetsjls of

which will be further elaborated updrelow. For Wu,artworks manifesfiprocess by

various means, including works that sltasea continuous movement of materials

rather thara staticstateat t he exhi bi t i o n;theiitpcate stages mat i v e
ofanartiss pr eparation of materials before the
and collaborative productiorinvolving a team of workeraundertakingintensive

labour.28

While Wués perspective bringbefresh understanding that materials are not inert but

involved in different kinds of process of making or displaying, this analysis is not

without its shortcomingt For Wu,ipr ocess o060 i s construed as s
mastered, either mentally or materialyndis perceived as solely mechanical, causal

or reactive. This understanding @grocess aligns with traditional view®n human

causality, which giveshe artist creative mastery over the process. As suchisWu
perspective falls short of examining or challenging the notion of process as active,

volatile, selfgenerating, productive, and unpredictable. His stance remaindylarge

2I\Wu Al ntreduction, o 33
28 |bid., 34.
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anchored in human behaurs and interactions with materials, reinforcing an
anthropocentric viewpoint that sees humans as exclusive agents in the creation and
interpretation of art. This approach inadvertently perpetuates existing boundaries and
dualigns, such as human and Aemman, subject and object, nature and culture, matter

and meaning.

What isnotablyabsent in the approachestbis exhibition and its affiliated research

projects are discussions addressing how art can work or perform thrtgigh i
materialities. To a certain exteftig exhibition and its scholarly explorations, whether
consciously or unconsciously, are predominantly anthropocentric, foregrounding the
causal relationship bet we e mSuthiapargrtivaect i vi ty
as Bruno Latouwr sctori network theorysuggests s ees art objects as
intentional a g e natithout killy acknowledgng dnd expldrirsg tthe

potential ofthe agential capacitiesf materialsin art, beyond their subserviea to

human intent? In this context, materials often become mere tools for concesatiati.

Wu himself notes in the catalogue essay flsatpecially selected material in these

works is never a transparent medium for imagery but forcefgberts its role in the

messag& a sentiment echoing Marshall McLutliafamous phrasthatfi temedium

is themessage 8

Although the exhibition may serve ap@neeringfirst major systematic exploration

of the materiality of contemporary Chinese atrtand its accompanying research

29 Bruno Latour Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to AdtietworkTheory(Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005).
O¥Wu, Al ntroductionpnp B%heMMedhamli MMcthbaMessag
Communication TheonRoutledge, (2017): 39@02.
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projects fall shortof offering any in-depth analyss or nuanced research methods
commensurate with the complexity ®aterial Art While the exhibition indeed

furnishes insigh® including comprehensive reasoniafgjoutthe material choices of

specific art projed, and contexts within which the artworks emerged, as well as
pinpointing the nat ur e muhMatralrAodcdeasiegdo c har a
increased scholarly attentioro tthis field ma ny aspects concernin

materiality or theMaterial Arttrendremain underexamined and insufficiently explored.

So what precisely is meant byaterial Art or the materiality of art? Is it a physical
substance, or is it a medium dkigh which messages or conceptual inquiries are
conveyed? Can the materials in art generate or embody meardegendently Does
Material Art necessarily prioritize the physical presence of the material over other
entities or agencies, or is the matersdill largely invested with meaning and
manipulated solely by humans? Wu acknowletbat, in The Allure of Matterthe art
projects are diverse and complex in their use of materials, formal qualities, expressions,
forms, etc., having been exhibited atiscussed in various contexts and under different
themes such asConceptualArt and Avantgarde. How then can we approach the
discursive materialities of these art projects, given their highly individual and varied
nature?ln the catalogue essayu contends thathe employment ohew materiabk

marks a significant departure from previous artistic practices and styles in China, a shift
he attributes to the emergence of the '85 New Wave Movement and contemporary art
in the countryThis raises arudal questionshouldMaterial Artbeviewedas a cipher

of social and political transformation in Chjnar shouldwe instead frame artistic
production strictly within nationalist frameworksfowever, analsing Material Art

within nationalist frameworks lsemes particularly complex and ambivalent when
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considering that this phenomenon emerged around the same tig®eaizationo
Thisterm refers tdhe interpenetration of global dynamics and local conditions and
suggests not a homogsation but the idea that cultural differences are no longer

strictly anchored to local or national situations, if they ever were.

3. Studieson materials, materialism, or materiality in contemporary Chinese
art

Building on the systematic insights frofthe Allure of Matterexhibition, my study
takes the exploration of the materiality of contemporary Chinese art a step further.
Before outlining my wn research goals, it is important to acknowledgeThatAllure
of Matter was not the first occasion forscholarly research into the theme of
material/materiality in or of contemporary Chinese art. Many studigs touchedn
the theme of materials, neamtalism, or materiality in contemporary Chinese art, which
has predominantly aligned with philosophical and anthropological debatpresent
study seeks to introduce a newnepstngspect i v

research gametailed baiw.

Many scholars have assimilated knowledge from both these domains, but the spotlight

usually gravitates either towarttsoking only at thephysical aspect of materialitgr

views materiality as a lefisa fimaterial turi@d through whichto unravelcomplex

socicpolitical intricacies of artworks. The discussion of materiality in current studies

of contemporary Chinese art predominantly follows three trends:

A The initial trend viewsnaterial as a mediumfor communicatiod a conduit for
conveying humanancepts or criticisms. Here, materials are perceived as static

symbols of representation. This trend essentially contemplaanaterial as a
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mere communicator between the artist and the audience. For instance, Meigin

Wang, in hesstudyfiWaste inContempmrary Chinesé\rt: Byproducts of Chinds

Urban Development andConsumerism @elves into artworks using waste to

articulate sociecultural disjunctions amplified by Chifsmrapid development.

This spotlight on waste underscores a dual facet of Ghjaarneyd the glittering

prosperity and the staggering waste generated inits WwakeAi The Wat ery Tur
Cont empor ar y Davit Clarke sliscerns water as a potent symbol in
contemporary Chinese art, signifying a challenge to sti@eslogies concerning

water®> Li hong AiChends )
[Representation of Materiality and Humanistic Creation: Material Properties

and Language Transformation of Chinese Contemporary sitgsses the artéstrole
in employingmaterial to convey personal conceptual meanings, signifying that the
actual engagement with material in artistic creation remains primarily dominated

by the artisls vision33

A A different angleon materiality revealsit as a dynamic reflection of sociahd
cultural transformation, rather than a static symbol. This approach is all about
contextualising materials or socialized materiality. Such studies pave the way
to understandg materiality not merely as a site of analysis but as an intrinsic
element inthe evolution of a social sphere. For examgleafting Chinese

Memories: The Art and Materiality of Storytellimglited by Katherine Swancutt

®Mei gi n Wang, fiWaste in Contemp@Uihany Chi nese A
Devel opment anAACETDha Newstetano. % (2013): 3233.

32 David ClarkefiThe Watery Turn in Contemporary Chinese Arrt Journal65.4 (2006):

561 77.

33 Lihong Chenji 0 , 0
[Representation of Materiality and Humanistic Creation: Material Properties and Language
Transformation of Chinese Contemporary Art] [Art Observatioh10 (2010): 3.
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delves into the intertwining of memories, stories, and their material
embodiment$*Mar y Bi t t ner ntiok\ Srarad Materialisneirctiee

New Art from Chinadelves into questiodse x e mp | i fi ed by Xu Bi ng
qguery, Ahow and wh yé ]ad of hawscencepthakisgairesmat er i a
mi ght be mani fested i n di sipdividumalégyaandar t obj
their meticulously designed artistic strategie®/i s e man emphasi zes t he
surrounding materials in art, drawing insight from social anthropology, cultural

history, and philosophs?.

A Veering away from the anthropological staritattaccentuates human actions and
sociccultural contexts, another strain of research gravitates towadigtive
materialism. Here, the emphasis is on the inherent physical qualities of materials,
illustrating how these attributes can stimulate noveistart expressions in
contemporary art p fAdl otthe Blaange of Traditignelnke Wa n g 6
Medium in Contemporary Chinese Arerves as an apt example, explgrthe
potential of ink to enact .iHoweverWatgr i nsi c ¢
heret ends to emphasize the inkés for mal or
in isolation from other influential forcesan directly impart its meaning to the

interpreted a typical misconceptioim modernist critiqué’

Through the three primatrends highlighted, a striking duality emerges: one that either

34 Katherine Swancutt, edCrafting Chinese Memories: The Art akthteriality of
Storytelling Vol. 11 (Oxford & New York: Berghahn Books, 2021).
35 Mary Bittner WisemanA Grand Materialism in the New Art from Chiflaanham,
Maryland: Lexington Books, 2020), vi.
36 1bid., xvi.
S"Eugene Y. Wang, f Aloh: Ink MediumhineCorteapoeary GHines€r adi t i
Ar t ,Ink Remix: Contemporary Art from Mainland China, Taiwan and Hong Kong
(Canberra City: Canberra Museum and Gallery 2014).
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positions human actions and concepsadions above materialsr one thaemphasizes

the inherent physical attributes of materials over human engagement. This binary
approach misses ampportunity to understand humans and objects as intertwined
networks or assemblages wherein agency and perhaps even consciousness are dispersed.
Such perspectives tend to oversimplify the w@lccomplexities, its intrinsic

hierarchies, interrelations, andpredictable elements.

The predominant approacheef the first two trends are often grounded in
anthropological perspectives. These empeatiie centrality of subjectivity in the
humanities, drawing on theories ranging from psychoanalysis to Foucauldian thought
(with insights into power dynamics, the production of differences, and the shaping of
social structures, for instance). This perspectprimarily regards materiality in
contemporary Chinese art as passive and inert, awaiting human engagement and
humanimbued significance. Consequently, materaisnot seen as entities with their
ownagencybut are rendered subordinate to human tides and interpretations. They

are perceived as statemdlargely immune to the dynamism of human interactions and
sociocultural evolutions. This perspective aligns with Arjun Appadaifidie Social

Life of Things which posits materials and objects @mtextually fluid, taking on
different meanings across cultural terrains and underscoring their intrinsic material

instabilities®®

Otherstudiess uch as Al ex Burchmoreds nAnMateri al

Contemporary Art beyond National Bord® u n d ethisconcept®rsof theature

38 Appadurai Arjun,The Social Life of Thing€ambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988).
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of materiality>® Burchmoreemphasisebow certain materiads such agorcelain and

inkd bear the imprints of every context they encounter, marking a continuous cycle of

evolution?® The malleability and dynamism of materials such as ink and porcelain

meanthatthey are always evolving, bearing the marks of every cultural encoanter,

thus always in a state of flug! This relationship offers a more fluid model of

identification, ststituting abstract ideals with a tangible specificity, one that is deeply

rooted in historical and geographical nuances.

In addition, articlesliked o s ep h AiMlolreilsdsas Things: The Mate

in Contempor af’andchWn e diNagotéting @ith Tradition in
Contemporary Chinese Art: Three Strateglaghlight the material facets of traditional
cultural practices in the contemporary art contédtheir analyses often portray art

objects as mere inanimatéthingsp entities awding human interaction and

interpretation. A substantial part of their exploration is dedicated to tracing historical

contexts, examining how materiality is perceived by observers.

Anot her noteworthy publication iis Wu

bY pY

0 [ C hMateralsAd, with its inaugural volumdj o]

] released in 202% Stemming from his 2020 curation Bhe Allure of Matteand a

¥ AlexBur chmor e, iMateri al Chineseness: I nk
Nat i onal AuBtraliardaed New fLealand Journal of 2d.1 (2021): 5874.

40 1bid.

41 1bid.

42 Joseph R. AlleniWords as Things: The Materiality of Writing @ontemporary Chinese
Art,0 ASAP/Journal’, no. 1 (2022): 85118.

BWuHung, fANegotiating with Tradition in
M+Matters, Ink Art in the Framework of a Contemporary Museacemben 3/ 15, 2012.

Hungo

Cont e mj

44Wu Hung, ed., [ AArt and Materialityd3hanghd&ihanghai

Painting and Calligraphy Publishing House], 2023).
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growing urge to redefine contemporary Chinese art by engimgsnateriality, this
series stands out. The boak and Materialitymainly features detailed essays by Wei
Cheng Lin, Lihong Liu, and Elle Huang, which delve into traditional Chinese art
mediums such as jade, ceramics, bronzes, stone, glass, and pdrc@tdiectively,

these pieces underscore the vital role materials and materiality play in navigating the
confluence of artistic creation, material culture, and technological advancement. They
suggest that viewing art through the prism of materiality britdlgesnyriad forms and
characteristics in Chinabés art history wi
tradition. Overall, the book also propounds an anthropological lens to understand the
materia6s role in shaping Chinese art, revealing a desirasioech how viewing art
through material and materiality can unpack layers of historical, cultural, religious,

political, gender, and philosophical significance.

These studies echo Appadurai 6s i ngshatght s, s
objects undergan variousphysical and cultural spheres. The primary emphasis is on
understanding the movement of materiality through diverse historical and societal
contexts. Their works demonstrate how temporalities are not only a present passive

force embdded in the object, but are subject to contpécific conditionghatallow

for site-specific activation of temporalities.

Upon examining the current studies, it becomes clear that the materiality of
contemporary Chinese art, though muditnensional, @mains intertwined with

overarching sockpolitical, historical, and cultural narratives. While different

“The concluding ess@y, @60 [fAiMaterial Art in Cor
Chinese Arto] aligns s eEeaAlesd Vajteexhibitiohand he et hos
catalogue.
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researchers and critics approach materiality fobfferent vantage points, there is a
coll ective concer n lahdsaape atonkedporarg Chingse aton 0 o f
and the significance of material. This perspective leans heavily towards the adequacy
of descriptionand a representational view of art. As Barbara Bolt points out, in
representational stareen art materials not perceived as exisg inthehereandnow

but instead denotes ngmesencé® Many current interpretations render material to be
perpetually emblematic of something, conveying the attitude or point of view of the
artist with respect to whatever it is about. This representation is deeply anchored in
social, historicgland cultural contexts, with the essence of artistic represamtzitien
moulded through a linguistic lens prevalent in the humanities. Such a philosophy of
metaphorical representation, built upon an ontological chasm between entities and their
descriptions, separates us from the natural and material world. It suggests
knowledge stems from this separation. Consequently, the dominant discourse appears

to frame ards materiality largely as a linguistic or cultural representation.

Perceiving materiality merely as a linguistic construct presents it as passive and
immutable, only susceptible to change through discursive avenues. This necessitates a
shift from conventional views of art as predominantly representational. How, then, can
art and materiality be interpreted beyond representation? How might we pivot to a more
in-depth exploration of the material aspects of artistic endeg¥oAnd how do we

avoid analyses that solely emplsasineanings and signification?

6 Barbara BoltArt beyond Representation: The Performative Power of the lifhageon
and New York: I.B. Taurs 171.
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Indeed, art undeniably possesses a symbolic dimensiprpurpose here is not to
dismiss the importanceither of representation, meaning in art, or cultural context.
Instead, | aim to spotlight those oftexerlooked facets of art without whidhere
would be no meaningMere interpretation or recognition is insufficidat usto fully
appreciate the potentithat art embodies or to understatite methods by which it
operates. Art influences us both symbolically (indirectly) and through its tangible
materialities (directly), with these aspects constantly intertwining. Therefore, it is
crucial to examine the rntexial world and its dynamics, movements, and forces more

closely.

4. The Allure of Matteras source of inspiration and of selection of case studies
My intention of engaging with insights froiirhe Allure of Matters not about how the
exhibition andr esear ch projects offers HAconcreteo
approaches to the prominence of materials in contemporary Chinese art. Instead, it is
about reaking how this exhibition aspires to frame questions arise from the emerging
phenomenon dffaterial Artin such a way as to encourage further scholarship into the
role of mat eri al within contemporary Chin
Material Art enable us tattendto the materiabliscursive force enacted in certain
materiatbased aworks, emphasing the potential groundwork for a materaiented

met hodol ogy in the study of artodés materi al |

In the context ofthe presenstudy, the questions arising from the exhibitiwewve
motivated me to digleeper and strive for a more nuathaenderstanding of the

materiality of contemporary Chinese art, transcending existing limitations in its
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interpretation. Inspired by the curatdocsll for a fresh research perspective, this thesis
will develop a more nuanced investigation into the mditeis of, or the materials
within, contemporary Chinese art. By focusing on six selected study cases that have
either been featured in the exhibition itself or discussed in its catalogue essays, this
research intends to illuminate previously unexploredettisions of this fascinating
artistic phenomenon, contributing both to the existing body of knowledge and to a more

comprehensive understanding of contempo@rinesearts fivi br.@mt matt er

The artworks or art projectshiave chosemo examine in this thesis include: Zhang

Hu a rBérln Buddha(2007, fig. 1) from Ash Buddha series (20Q019) Song

D o n gMater Record$2010, fig.2); Ya ng J i Eundned hagedssof Inlseries

(19891999, fg. 3110); L1 ang Eham®s JThe Brbearable Lightness of Being,

Nature Series, No. 12002 2007, fig. 11) from the Nature Series(1989 present)Lin

T i a n mTha Brdiferation of Thread Winding.995, fig.12) , and HeA Xi angyu

Barrel of Dregs ofCocaCola (2009, fig.13) from Cola Project(2008 2012).

The core objective (which | will detarhore thoroughlyin Section 6on the specific
factors influencing my selection of case studies) of selecting these particularaiseces
beento encompass a diverse range of artworks that shed light on intricate human/non
human relations through different domains of experiences, praaticastivities that

are often confined within dualistic paradigimThese works have been extensively
exhibited and rigorously discussed within various scholarly contexts, suteas

ChineseAvantgarde,Feminist, Conceptual, oAbstract artall of which contain the

47 Jane Bennety/ibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Thing®urham, NC: Duke
University Press2010).
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potential for perpetual mutation and for recognising a hidden and intersectional
multiplicity of unidentifiedelementsAll the exampleshat this study sets out to explore
reflect various instances of tension that may be difficult to unpjgearing nonlinear

or contradictory, disruptive, or counterproductiveelect my examples based on their
capacity to explore the different agential forces of materials involved in material
discursive practices, antheir abilities to embody shifting meiags and assume
different identities in response to changing conteXisis allows for a renewed
understanding of causality and the dynamic potentialities inherent in our

conceptuakation of matter.

Specifically, the selection of works includes thas&hich artists have engaged with a
specific material for years, or thoséherea considerable amount of tintes been
devotedo producesachwork. The artists examined in this thesis have cultivated long
term, intimate relationships with their chosen eniats. The years of practice these
artists have devoted to working with a single matesigjgest thathe likelihood that
these materials act aserepassive objects small It is more likely thathe material
holdsa special appeal for the artistsid that it takea collaborative role in thmaking
process These materialprobably exhibit a kind of responsivity that can influence,
resonate with, and affect the artists and potentially others, including other raa#ers

viewers of the artwork.

Persistent engagement with a particular material also transforms the making and artistic
journey into an experiential adventéra deliberate and reflective process that
potentially affordshe artista deeper understandingdaconnection with their materials.

It also allowgheviewer to see the materialtinevarious possibilitieexploredthrough
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theworksThi s ongoing process reshapes the vi e
familiar materialsgenerating new imaginatiorfigr these materials and respecting the

value ofnonrhumars and t he Aliveso of things within

In addition, the works | have seleciedll of which fall undemwhat Wuconceives of
asMaterial Ard defy easy categaation into any specific artistic form. This selection
steers cleaof pieces that fit snugly into established genres or those that are overtly
political o r . Bam driven &yl works thatrdg reotgirentediat@isompt

the viewer to assume a pasit or establish a critical distance, actions that inherently
rely ona preconceived understanding apie-set political viewpoints.Thus | have
choserworks that create a scene enveloped in ambiguity, whekgewer, confronted

with an unfamiliar tablau, grapple to discern the unfolding narratives within the art.
The vieweris chiefly ushered into an experience of intuitive, tactile, and affective
engagement, where the material effect of the work takes precedence over instant
conceptual or metaphoricabmprehension. This approach privileges the primacy of
phenomenological experienaghich allowsthe viewer to enter into a slow process of
perceiving the workand taketime to experience and articulate the materialitghef
artworks, thereby resistinguick transitions into overt insights or interpretations. The
objective of choosing this kind of works is to underscore the subtle nuances by which

art can influence and engage through its inherent materialities.

These are works which, with their divesteategies of arrangements and engagements,

epitomse what Amelia Jones wd&orlthdtcan berseen &shy br i d

“YAmelia Jones, ifMateri al Traces: Performativit
A g e n dBR/The Drama Reviedf.4 (2015): 20.
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what Gilles Deleuze calls the assembl ages
various combinations of bodidspdgepodges; but you also find utterances, modes of
expression, and wHRawhich | wileetpboratean laterfin tisi gns , 0
introduction. My attention has been squars$ton those artworks that manifest as

complex artefacts. These are notistaieces but are composed of an interlocking

system characterized by multiple interrelated layers that evolve and adapt in response

to each other and their surrounding environment. These artworks contain the potential

to challenge, or blur, the converma boundaries of form, content, and meaning,

inviting the viewer to a deeper and more nuanced engagemignvarious layers that

constantly evolve and change through their interplay with one another and the

surrounding environment.

The Allure of Matteand its accompanying research projects encompass a vast spectrum
of artworks,so what motivatedany selection of these sparticularcases for irdepth

study? Beforedelving into the specific factors influencing my choice of case studies
and the roles of ach case (as chapters), it fisst necessary to introducthe
methodology and aims of this thesis, whidveultimately guidel me in pinpointing

the key propositions and considerations for determining the study cases for each chapter.

®Gill es Del euze, fEiTwhRegines a MadnetsaRewsed Editlo®:8 0, o i
Texts and Interviews 1975995 ed.David Lapoujade (Paris: Semiotext(e), 2007), 177.
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5. Methodology andobjectives
Material -in-process
My chosen artworks generally tend to b artists who are more interested in the
artworkos materialities and the actions i n\
or expressive character. Many \Wsrof the artists chosen for this study do not intend
to simply present the materials as a fixed
them remain formally station display on a representational leyethey engage the
materials inentwined reldabnships that are perpetually undergoing change and
transformationwhich caneither bevirtually sensed through material traces or signs of

artisticlabouror immediately experiendeon site.

The former, specifically even if some artworks thatesentepresentationandstatic

art object® still triggeraqu al i t y .odhis fegonates wite Amelia Jories
charactesationthat artworks ads traces or remnants of past actions ordglyuiding

the viewerds focus towards what actually t
the work and provoking a curiosity to learn more about its genesis in these hybrid visual

for ms. I n her fAMat er i aldVorkpdand Mes ConcBptsroff or mat i
Agency, dones provides an alternative way of examining contemporary art making in

terms of labour and performativity.

Jonesés analysis departs from traditional Marxist or #Marxist theories ofabourby
centing on materials. While aonventional Marxist materialism might explain the

creation of value through taskiented labar, Jones argues that thdabourtheories

%Jones, AMaterial Traces. o0
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fail to examinef how t he materi al i t.i°%Shke hgtlightathe t he ms
issue with subordinating matteo thuman activity and intention, noting that this

approach generates its own dynamics of creagian fita mtt & aateron (which |

will further explore belowKaren Barackemploys to denote the continuous, reciprocal

shaping of the relationship between matter and discowiih incorporaes the
artistoés bodilabour Jomastdenmonstaites thiy coraeptdusing Heather

Cassi | sb6s Beoamidgoan rmagdl042i 2013) as an example. In the
performancetheviewer sporadically se¢ h e alabduringbody pounding a large

amount of clay through intermittent camera flashes. Later that year in New York, the

battered clay, accompanied by a soundtrack (recordedgdone performance and

edited for effect) and the photographs documenting the performance process, was
exhibited atthe Ronald Feldman Gallery. Collectively, these elements evoke a
phenomenol ogi cal s e,nafectingtiev i b o e sSicagyapde g n ma d
eliciting a desire tarace themaking process? The work generatea hybridity that

disrupts the static nature of the objects involved andithei s c er a | experienc

performative moment of enactmeri®

l1bid., 23.

52 bid., 20.

3 |bid. The termiviscerad will recur throughout this thesis, necessitating clarification of its use

here and elsewher@Viscerab is defined in vaonus scholarly contexts, typically referring to deep,

primordial,or intuitive aspects of the mind and body, as well as its more scientific associations

with physiological functions, particularly concerning the respiratory, cardiovascular, urogenital,

and enteric systems. Often used as a performance descriptor, the term can gppeand/a

murky. However, in phenomenologayithors such a@m phenomenologist Jennifer Barker, who

follows MerleauPonty, explains that it ifprecisely because of its vagueresstiiviscera

serves as auitableterm for describing internal organs as experience them, referringfithe

insides, the depths, the giitthat describe not organs but feeliagdennifer M.Barker, The

Tactile Eye: Touch and the Cinematic Experiefi@adon: University of California Press, 2009),

122-124). Barkesstategha fithese visceral feelings also rise to the forefront of our experience,

where they shape and color our entire bodily exper@fi@8).In this thesis, the term is used

primarily in this latter sense, emphsiisg the role that visceral experiences plaghaping

meaning and experience within cultural and artistic contexts, adopting a phenomenological

approach that views the body not as a textual metaphor but as an ongoing interconnection of mind,

body,andworldT he concept of t leelogedinteeoverksafiHay&onsoy f ur t her

(Allison HayesConroy andlessicddayesConr oy , ATaking Back Tast e: Fem
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This mode fosters muitirectional intersections that elude the confines of structural
formalismandt he f ocus on ephemerality emphasi sed
New Materiaist theory rather than dissecting actions or objects, which, she argues,

leads to rigid categaations that overlook the true nature of the artwshits attention

to the interconnectedness within phenomena. Similarly, Jones suggests that viewing an
artwor k | iBé&eming ansimaigds & ineans of doing, rather thanrehe

presenting or describing, unveils a synergy between action and materiality. This
synergy has the power to animate and enrich the embodied experiences of both the

viewer and the artist (and other creatdfs).

Jonesds per spect slinksthean obfect to the protesduad maiura ofi t 1 e
performance, characterized by the phenomenological effects of artistic laborioiss effort

medi ated by materials. Jones notes that dah
conceptual, and installatiorrtao create complex, performative art experiences that

exist in diverse material forms PHFamcl udi ng,

Vi s cer alGemler|Platei& €dtdrd5.5 (2008): 4611473 and Hayes<Conroy and Martin
(Allison HayesConroy andDeborahMa r t i n, MBotles Vidcerademtifigation inThe
Slow FoodMo v e meTramsactions: Institute of the British Geographe3s (2010): 26281),
who, drawing on feminist new materialism, offer an embodied understanding wbrld that

embraces a radically relational perspective. Thi
the inclusive di sj (ChietColabnoak anchdami Weissteinand is not o (
Al ntroduction: Anthropowernlki frbip®ORHADELOI5)Ret hi nki n
172) These authors highlight t hdudlisti¢ dpmoacher m Avi s
to reality that emphasizes the capacity-of the m

ConroyandMartin,iMo b i | i s i m2§9).is tthasis, when referring to terms such as
visceral experience positions the visceral not merely as an anatomical reference but as an idea that
captures the richness of indescribable, embodied experiences elicited by eneatintaes
specific phenomenological or material effects of artwarkihe process of making afthis
Avi sceral o reflects a heightened awareness that
Material Art, potentially allowing a viewer or makerdonnect with particular artworks in a more
profound way. This perspective underscores the evolving relational experience between the viewer
or maker and the artwork, opening up new possibilities for mind/body/world interactions that
could deepen our undéasding of our inner selves and existence as a whole.
> 1bid., 18, 25.
S 1bid., 24.
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this point of view, art objects are part of an ongoing process, manifesting an indexical
trace of nimadengabdeshaped bwrylhidimeraetions e ar t i
can resonate with the viewerds subjectivit

material worldthey inhabitt®

In the theoretical framework proposed by Jones, we can discesngauence with
Deleuzés notion of thdimateriatdiscursive assemblagayhich navigates the realms

of both the virtual and the actiiIDeleuze, working alongside Felix Guattari, explores

the dialectic between the virtual and the actual, clarifying hegemblages possess
both empirical, measurable, and tangible properties, as well as capacities that, although
equally real, are not presently actffeTake the humble trowel as an illustrative
example. While it possesses actual, measurable propertiesdight and length, its
immediate use, in this instance, is for digging a hole. Howdvisrdoes not diminish

its potential orfivirtualo applications: it could just as well be used to slice a cake or
weed a garden. These capabilities, though inactiag, sithin the trowels scope of

possibilities. These virtual capabilities are just as real, albeit not presently actualized.

%6 |bid., 21.
57 Karen BaradMeeting the Universe Halfwg{purham: Duke University Press, 2007). The
term of dimatue sii ¥le assemblaged shares similar i
theories, such as Deleuze, Pickering, (1995), and DeLanda, (2022). In all cases, according to
Hultman and Lenz Taguchheseframeworksarenondualist ontologies, emphasig the
fluid and dynamic relations among entities that are traditionally thought to exist within
separatélevel® or domaingKarin Hultman and Hillevi Lenz TaguchiChallenging
AnthropocentridAnalysis ofVisualData: ARelationalMaterialistM ethodologicalApproach
to EducationaResearch) InternationalJournal ofQualitative Sudies inEducation23.5
(2010): 52542) ; For more det ai |lesg.,nebloeuut z efi,a sfiskeingbhl ta gYee, adr
19800; Andr EweMaRdglemkPeacticenTgme, Agency and Scidfitecago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995); Manuel DeLarndi#nsive Science and Virtual
Philosophy(London: Continuum, 2002).
®8 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattafi, Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia
(London: Continuum, 2004).
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The compelling aspect of Joneé&fsnulatineor vy,

lies in their invitation to reimagine operceptions of change and transformation. Not
only do they prompt us to consider the present, tangible state of things, but also to
ponder potentialitied or virtualitiesd that may have manifested in the past or could
materialse in the futureThey challenge our conventions of understanding material
based art, urging us not merely to observe what entities are doinghierdadnow,

but to probe deeper into their latent potentialities and to question the boundaries of what
they might achieveThis goes beyond merely paying attention to the actions of things
at any particular moment; it is a directive to concentrate on their potential actions,
emphassing the recognition of inherent possibilities for dynamism and change within

the materials oart>°

In this sensealthoughthe processs recogniseds the starting poirtdf some artworks
explored in this thesjst is never formulated in isolation, n@ it considerednerely a
means to an en®ifferenty from worksthatshow a disappearan¢ar thataremerely

shown as supplementary means of art creation, operating independently from the art
object itself) whoseinteractions with materials aseich aso achieveafinal outcomé

and are abandoned once that outcome is reécimettheartworks chosen for this thegsis

the interactions with materials persist and evolve, structured in accordanceevith
characteristics of the selected materials and the physicadtraintsof the labour
involved, simultaneouslyshaping theartistic intent through eitherintensive or

repetitive labar.

®Christina Tsoraki et al. fAMaking Mar ks Meani

A s s e mb Warlg Archaeology2.3 (2020): 484502.
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For e x amplO@Layers af mifi@ 8), created in 199X%howcases a complex
surface teeming with seemingly random wrinkles, light variations, and shades,
conveying a sense of evevolving forces at play. Its straightforward title, devoid of
enigmatic undertones, further alludes to the art@orknaterial natw and the
production process. Together, these elements serve as a sign that primarily evokes the

viewelts perception of the work as a result of the d@gisttensivdabour.

Many artistslike Yang adopt art production methods that maint@inopennesis the

fluidity of the makingprocessMore expressionistic workdepict a continuous cycle

of reaction and reinventioby whichthe artiss decisioamaking freedom accumulates

and remains adaptabded capable of altering both direction and meartimgughout

the makingprocessThe observeactsas the intermediary among other assemblages,

which are themselvesinflaxd e scr i bed as fAthe dynamic inte
singul ariti e®dhus( ths sre objettaceessiple acrossnultiple
dimensionghrough its reception, possesses the capacity to transition (through spncept

towards thdiothero

Assuchf or wor ks 100 Lakees of¥ns&sarigs dwhere the distinction between
means and end is not cleart, the focus shifts from representation to what might be
termed finonrepresentational or, more accuratelyfimorethanrepresentationai®:
This perspective highlights the affective ambigunherent in materially embodied

aesthetic experiences, presenting them as sensory patiokanowledge creation that

€ Anna PowellDeleuze and Horror FilngEdinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 67.

®BenAnder son and Paul Har-me proas e mtTdatei dmalmi Blee orf i
in Takingplace: Nonrepresentational Theories and Geograpégs., Ben Anderson and
Paul Harrison (London: Ashgate, 2010)314 . ; Ol i ver Harris J. T. , fi Mo

Representation: Multiscalar Assemblages and the Deleuzian Challenge to
Archaeologyo History of the Human Scienc8$.3(2018): 83 104.
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both invite interpretation and resist neat conceptual consolidation. This method draws
the viewer 6s f ocus ingtheir bngageanent with the advok,u r r e n C «

often sparking a curiosity about the process behind its physical manifestation.

This revealghe importance of situatedness, immanence, and embodiment, encouraging
a performative interpretation of the artwork, informed by the dynamics among human
participants (including the artist, any other creators,andviewer), as well ason
humanor morethanhuman entities that play a part in the artwisrkealgation. This
viewpoint steers our comprehension of art away from the comfort of fixed
interpretations, the dependence ongxesting knowledge, and predetermined political
stances, toward an appration for arés emergent processes and its material becoming.

In other words, rather than adhering to a static viewpoint that facilitates critical
detachment, we should engage with the evolving nature of art. The works | have chosen
facilitateareevallat i on of r esear ch a nhhtaidgnpgruo crei sessu aalso
and Aaffect i v eontmwepistemaldgicahfranaeworkethtathexptores how

matter comes to matter.

Such activation of materiah-process does not necessarily equate to prividethe

materials used in a work as the primary and fundamental fact. As Michael Halewood
points out, excessive focus on the materi a
harbairs apotential for constant mutation runs countegngphassing the fluxinherent

in the work®? This approach may isolate entities from their contexts or their

involvement in a complex web of intersecting activities, causing them to appear solitary

62 Michael HalewoodA.N.Whitehead and Social Theory: Tracing a Culture of Thought
(London: Anthem Press, 2013),11P.
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and unrelated. In this process, relationships and interconnections coulccbeedbs

An overemphasis on the material in art not only negates but also fails to account for the
notions of process, dynami s m, and fluidity
mutation®* By assuming the singular authority of material in art, 8k diminishing

the rich complexity of the interplay between the human, the material, and the

environment or context it situates.

The focus should not solely be on the material as the medium, but also on the dynamic
process it is part of and the intricate connection and meaningful knowledge it helps
shape.lnstead of traditional, distanced admiration for beathyg, focuson process
encourages a more engaged response, pftampting a desire to participate in the
process of makingy a reaction to art frequently overlooked in aesthetic discourse. Art
should not be reduced &mere object; in the artworks | have selected, the predominan
force of process extends art to encompass the object as a node within a complex network
of intersecting activities. This network includes the a#istakingprocessthe object

itself, and the diverse reactions it provokes. Thus, the understandirg artwork is
expanded across space and time, with the accumulation of experiences significantly
affecting the work and its meaning, rather than being dismissed as mere hibtgrical

products

What is needed in this researthen, is an approach that ermabes the material
discursive nature d¥laterial Art, an approach that could acknowledge how boundaries

and differences are formed and how they shape the production of subjects and objects,

®3 Ibid.
%4 Ibid.
49



based on the interrelations of various agential foréeaditional approaches, like
straightforward reading or reading against the grain, along with concepts like
firepresentatiamandidiscourse) might not beassuitable or effectiveThese methods

may fall shortof adequately addressing the dynamature of art. Thus, there is a
demand for methodologies that can adequately address the nuanced materialities of art
andthemeaningful knowledge that these materialities give rise to. Such methods should
be able to engagwith the radical, material processuality of art and be intrinsically

performative.

New Materiali s m and Kar en B a-+adiahargl entadgiement of i ntr a
Moving away from predominantly reflexive accounts that privilege the artist and
researcher aséprime subjestin the making and interpretation of art, this study forges

its theoretical framework based uphdew Materiaist theoriesmobilised by theorists

such as Karen BaraDonna HarawayGilles Deleuze, Rosi BraidottPatricia Clough,

Jane BennetandBruno Latour However, his framework acknowledges that not all

these thinkers can be explicitly identified stactly working with New Materiaism,

althoughtheir ideas intersect with the objectivedN#w Materialsm, providing a fresh

perspective on issues of material or materi&fit@ontrary to Jacques Derriganotion

% The philosophical contributions of Gilles Deleuze and the psychoanalytic and activist work
of Fdix Guattari have laid the groundwork for nunoeis New Materialist theories and
concepts. This foundation has influenced a diverse range of scholars, including
nonrepresentational theorists liRerek McCormack anbigel Thrift; Jane Bennels fivital
materialisnd; feminist and queer theory scholargls@sMoira Gatens, Elizabeth Grosz, and
Rosi Braidotti;Manuel DeLand& assemblage theory, which explores orgitn, society,
and interactiontheorists of théaffective turm in social sciences likBrian Massumi and
Patricia Clough; an&or more details, se=g.,Nigel Thrift, Nonrepresentational Theory:
Space, Politics, Affe¢t.ondon and New York: Routledge, 2008). Rosi Braiddttie
Posthumar{Cambridge: Polity, 2013); Moira GateisBe auv oi r andndBi ol ogy: A
Look, 0 in The Cambridge Companioi5to Simone de
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Elizabeth GBexgming Undone:
Darwinian Reflections on Life, Politics, and ABurham and London: Duke University
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of the fviolent hierar chye.g.,dsnduesantbged i n
nature/culture, humamérnthuman abstract/concrete, and repres¢ion/realityd the
abovementionedheorists challenge these dualistic paradigmsdthe binary thinking
embedded in such dichotomies, shedding light on the nuanced intertwinements where
huma® as well asnon-human morethanhuman, and dehumanisedodies ae
situated within complex power networks, encompassing potbstagauthority) and

potentia(capability)®®

While anthropologically oriented approaches to material culture tend to focus on
examining the impact of human activities on materiahtgyw Materiaism underscores

the intrinsic vitality of materiality itself. It draws focus to the blurred and sometimes
elusive boundaries between the human andidméhuman New Materialsm does not
privilege materiality at the expense of other entities but rather examines the synergistic

interplay through which these entitiesewolve and ca&emerge.

In the realm of drand the intricate processes of artmaking, traditional perspectives have
often relegated materiality to a secondary role. The conventional view is that art is made
with products purchased at an art supply store that are waiting to be turned into the next
great paintingNew Materialsm, however, offers a radical departure from this
conventional stance. Through its lens, the process of artmaking is no longesidezhe
imposition of the arti€s will upon passive materials. The materialities of artmaking

extend beyond just the materials used to create the artwRakiser, the materials can

Press, 201); Patricia Clough edhe Affective Turn: Theorising the SodBurham and
London: Duke University Press, 2007).
%Chantelle Gray, et al., fADeleuzoguattarian
(Be) wil d(er i Mater: J6umal af lewdVviaterigdt Researchvol. 3 (2021):
205.
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and do ceconstitute the emergence of artworks through the apparatus of artmaking.
This intrinsic agency of materi@iswhether it be the fluidity of water, the loosenets
incense ash, or the suppleness of cdttoriluences and cshapes the emergence of
the artwork. The insights derived fradew Materiaism, therefore, make a compelling
argument for the necessity of considering the agency of how tmalangprocess

matrialises work.

A significant portion of thisdupanwhdch i s gr o
as previously mentionedf ones 6s di scussions ®d&dshartds me
theories provided the impetus for this projelchportantly, her theory of agential

realism provides insights for bridging discourse and materiality through artnfdking.
Specifically, Baraddés theories, while prof«
works of thinkers like Martin Heidegg®rwith his conceptions connecting
Dasein/Being to the state of beiimgtheworldd and MerleatPontyés seminal

writings on embodiment that reconceptsalihe bond between body and wotid.

Mor eover, Baraddés work is i nf ormeid by i n:¢
t heoretical physics, science studi es, and
achievements iserreconnedbn of the ontological and epistemological into a unified

paradi gm s hepisten®logn®Whatdhistseds up is a reconnection of the

®’Karen Barad, APosthuman Performativity: Towar
t o MaSigns28(3) (2003): 80i131; Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics
and the Entanglement of Matter and Meanibgrrham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007);
ifiQuantum Entangl ements and Hauntol ogi cal Rel at
SpaceTime Enfoldings, and JusticeC 0 m eDerdda Today 3(2) (2010): 24068; Barad
and Documenta (13lKaren Barad: What is the Msare of Nothingness? Infinity, Virtuality,
Justice(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2012).
¢ Ramya Nathan Ravisank#ttmaking as Entanglement: Expanded Notions of Artmaking
through New MaterialisnfPhD Dissertation, Ohio State University, 2019), 7.
¢ Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag85.
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redms of being and knowing to be rethought not as separate but as knowing if’being.

Her theory of fAagential realismod rethinks t
as causal and fundamentally links discursive practices to material consequences and
material to discursivity! Her assertion is that agential realism can achieveiimisy

acknowledging the body, the nature, and materiality in their entire process of becoming,

without defaulting to the simplistic transparency of natiitgs intraactivity should

also be discussed alosgleBar adés noti on by Wwhiciiseensdeesn gl e me n
entitie® be it particles, things, humahss fundamentally interconnected and

interwoven, and defined by their entangled st&és . other words, the nature of intra

relatedness changes both human andmonan entitiesand meansthat there is no

way to make objective claims because everything emerges through its entanglement.

Barad suggests that boundaries are only enacted through thadtidra of entangled
materiatdiscursive phenomefaa continuous process of iterative be@agnbetween

subject and objedtrather than as isolated incidefit$She posits that individuals are

shaped through and emerge from these entwinedriglationships’® Thus, human

agency cannot be solely defined by the value of an object but is paprotessual

fintra-actiord charactesed by ongoing influence, from which new realms of meaning
emerge.”” Bar ados perspective moves us away
representationalisénthe struggle to accurately depict a world of words and tBirigs

an understafing of the world as phenomena, composed of material/discursive

0 |bid.

1 bid., 26.

2 | bid.

3 |bid.

4 |bid., 185.

“Barad, fAPosthuman Performativity.o
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practices’®

Barad contends t hat fAexistanee ofeseparateoemtiies svithg ge st s
t heir own agencies that Intraancvte bggoentradstr om di s
implies that agencies materiadi through their interconnected actions and are net pre

existent to such engagements. This perspective ushers mora nuanced
comprehension of Arelational ontology, 06 wh
entity or ahuman but a dynamic interplay of evolving forces. In Bé&radew of the

phenomenal world, everything is in perpetual flux, undergoing constant change,
mutation, and fusion. She posits that the boundaries and characteristics of phenomena

are defined by smi#fic agential intraactions, which lends a newsignificance to

embodiment.

This thought trajectory challenges the static,-gxisting boundaries of dualism,

asserting that boundaries are not preordained but are negotiated through-tintionra

of matkriakdiscursive phenomena. By espousing the principle of-antemn Barad

confronts and critiques the Cartesian notion of a superior human subjectivity detached

from objects or things. She also disputes the idealistic postulation that things gain
meanng sol ely through human perception. | nst
a nuanced and productive framework that comprehendsnteeconnectednessf

various agents, encompassing and transcending hoemrnc views.

While Barad primarily explorescientific discourse, it becomes apparent that artmaking

can similarly be constructed as an appadtadoundarymaking endeawr by which

"% Ibid., 76.
54



phenomena are delineated through hatttions with the world. Such an artmaking

practice does not possess inherertioundaries. Instead, it is an
apparatus/practice/phenoneerthat is continuously reconfiguring through space and

ti me. Embracing Baradds agential realism, v
theorsing, and observinfas)material practices ohtra-acting within and as part of the

wo r Fdllpws us to dissect the active,-constitutive role that material and matter

play in art and artmaking.

From aNew Materiaist standpoint, terms like matter, material, and materiality, as |
interpret then, denote the conditions and engagements through which the process of
artmaking unfolds. Viewing the six selected artworks through the lens of agential
realism, this study contends that material is not prime matter. Instead, it signifies
shifting relationkips that materialize a work through irtrationwithin an assemblage,
where factors like trajectory, efficacy, and the emergence of nonlinear causality are at
play. Paying attention to the insights derived from material processes that facilitate the
credion of art does natecessitate privileging the material aspects in artmakiather,

it advocates foreflecting on the entwined nature of the materialities involved in the
artmaking.The process of making art, then, embodies a practice of knowingnig be
that is enacted through matter. This perspectiight offer a more insightful means to

understanithg how specific intraactions matter.

The affective turn
New Material st t heori es, i ncluding Barsatdnd s, have

of tffecéive furg énriched by philosophical inquiries within tNew Materiaist

7 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwago.
55



framework’® Aligning with New Materiaist conceptsthe fiaffective tur® emphasises

the importance of bodily intensities and intuitions. It further reveals how the processual
vitality of materials and deeply sensory experisncan counteractthe Cartesian

i nt ui t cogito ergo lsumdanddisrupt the prevailing notion @ seltsufficient,
autonomous subjedn other wordsthe notion of affect is perceived as an intensity or
force emerging from human and rRbaman interactions. In artworks that harness the
affective dimension, affective operations are relational. Thanifestation hinges both

on the distinct characteristics of the artwork and the sensibilities of the observer or
experiencer. The emergent affective reactions and potential insights from such
interactions are not mere 4pyoducts; they are deliberately eeddaed within the

artworkoés structure.

This reformulatiomotably returns authority to the unpredictability or indeterminacy of
sensory and experientiatlriven encounters, where aesthetic exploration becomes
intertwined with engagement in historical, sdcand cultural contexts. This ambiguity

in sensory aesthetic experiences fosters a refined interplay between the agency of both
material and subject. | suggest that this interactivity hagbdhe potential for
transformation, affecting not only how art is made and perceived but also extending its
influence to broader social, cultural, and political realms, thereby fostering new avenues
for thought and action. Anchored New Materiaism, thi fiaffective turm aims to re
empower the indeterminate dynamics of materially embodied aesthetic experiences as
a sensory mode for knowledge production in art and the process of making art. It invites

interpretations while simultaneously challenging tlmtion of complete conceptual

®Patricia T. Clough, AThe afbaeanhdvbhedtyuea; oPol i
Culture & Society25.1 (2008): 122; Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, ddse,
Affect Theory ReadébDurham:Duke University Press, 2010).
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encapsulation.

Objectives of this research

Through an exploration grounded in the notions of materialities and material agencies
enacted througthe practice ofirtmaking, the entanglements, inaietions, and intra

sections hat configure and reconfigure the wda¥lihcluding things, bodies, matter,

forces, experiences, and other phenordeai@ consideretb beactive agents in their

mutual formationl nst ead of privileging the artistaos
of artistic genius, this study attends to the implications of upending assumptions of
artmaking, placing it outside a solely hurm@antric purview, while keeping questions

of matter and materialities at the forefront.

This study may at times seem to take an aggressive stance against existing approaches
to contemporary Chinese art, but it aims to critique these methodologies constructively
while also seeking to develop and enhance th€umrrent methodologieis the reain

of contemporary Chinese amtphasse reflection and reflexivity as primary straitesg)

for gathering insights ant position the artist/maker at the core of both research and

the artmakingprocess While the forerunners of these methods have laid the
groundwork for this project, and it would be remiss not to acknowledge their invaluable
contributions to art, art education, and reseatéh still necessary to be critical of and

develop these approaches.

My intention is to chart a different methodgical and theoretical trajectory by
leveragingNew Materiaism and adopting a processual and performative methodology,

primarily influenced by Barad. Through this lens, | aspire to push the boundaries of
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how we understand contemporary Chinese art, espettiaseworks thatactivate the
material or processual based characteristaos] transcend the reflexive approaches

that have dominatealt criticism so far

However, vhile this thesis primarily engages with New Materialism as the theoretical
lens foranalysing Material Art, it is crucial to recogie certain limitations of this
approach For instance,Diana Coole and Samantha Frast New Materialisms:
Ontology, Agency, and Politiargue thatalthoughNew Materialism brings a fresh
perspective by emphasig the agency of matter, it can inadvertently sideline critical
social and historical context&This perspective might lead to a downplaying of deeply
entrenched socipolitical issues such as raggender, and class inequalities, which
remain crucial in understanding the material conditions of the WTite risk here is

that the focus on indeterminacy and relationality often precludes strategic intervention
and diminishes the possibility of mengful political critique or action, making it

difficult to engage in effective political or social interventions.

This risk is further compounded by New Mat

Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin, in their bodkew Maerialism: Interviews &
Cartographieshighlight that by emphasing the interconnectedness and fluidity of all
entities, New Materialist frameworks can become overly complex and difficult to apply

in concrete situation§! They argue that while New Mateliem successfully

® Diana Coole and Samantha Frd$ew Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics
(Durham, NC: Duke University Pres)10)
80 bid.
8 ris van der Tuin and Rick DolphijiNew Materialism: Interviews & Cartographies
(London: Open Humanities Press, 2012).
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transcends disciplinary boundaries, it often does so at the cost of practical
applicability® This abstraction may lead to a more philosophical or theoretical exercise,
potentially limiting its utility in addressing pressing issues Bkeironmental justice

or social inequalities in a tangible way, or in clearly defining the boundaries of the
phenomena being studied, particularly in disciplines like art history, where material,

cultural, and historical contexts are deeply intertwined.

A key issue arising from this abstraction is that a new materialist reading of art cannot

entirely shake off semiotic interpretation without risking ineffabdlity situation where

the artds meaning becomes too emsafooinve to a
the fact that while New Materialism emplss the agency of matter and the
interconnectedness of all entities, it often sidelines the culturally and historically

specific meanings that materials carry, especially within a context as rich anetllaye

as Chinese art.

Confucian aesthetics, with its emphasis on harmony, relationality, and a subtle
resistance to outright human mastery, offers an intriguing counterpoint to this challenge.

In PaulG | a d sat rotnidcsiCentinimyiTraditions: Chinese Contemporary Art and

the Polylogic Translation of Confucidni t er at i Culture, 0 Confuci
to contribute a nuanced understanding of material use, emphasising the ethical and

moral dimensions ofdw materials are employed in &ftGladston critically examines

82 |bid.
8 paul Gladstoni D{/Centinuing Traditions: Chinese Contemporary Art and the Polylogic
Translation of Confuciash i t er at i Trahsldtion Gtudee®and Ghina: Literature,
Cinema, and Visual Arteds. Haiping Yan, Haina JirendPaul GladstoifLondon:
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the ways in whichdeas and practices from both traditional Chinese Conftliteati

culture and Western modernist, postmodernist, and contemporary art have been co
opted and translated Wwih the Chinese culturdinguistic spheré* A significant aspect

of his discussion is the challenges posed by this polylogue for the critical interpretation
of Chinese contemporary aft. This intersection not only reveals the inherent
complexity in intepreting Chinese contemporary art through a single theoretical
framework but also underscores the importance of understanding these works within
their culturally specific context® This is particularly relevant in thpractice of
Material Art, where tradional materials like ink and silk carry deep cultural and
historical significance, or where unconventional materials like @ma and cotton
textiles hold multiple and varied roles across differanitural contexts and timés

meanings that cannot bearooked in any meaningful analysis.

Indeed,when exploringhe former type of the material used in contemporary Chinese
art, one cannot help but notice resonances with Chinese philosdpiipese

philosophy, especiallghe Confucianconcepts ofgi ( , vital energy) andi ( ,

meani ng Aprincipled or Astructureod), pres
interconnected, where human and nonhuman entities are part of a continuous flow of

energy and transformation. For example, ink angh pape& are not merely tools for

calligraphy and painting but are deeply connected to the Confucian and Daoist ideals

of selfcultivation and the harmonious flow aji. Similarly, porcelain, with its

Routledge, 2023 217234.
84 1bid.
8 |bid.
8 |bid.
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association with Chinese craftsmanship, reflects thirigal evolution of Chinese

aesthetics and the global exchange of cultural values.

In Leah Kalmansois articlefiSpeculation as Transformation in Chinese Philosophy:

On Speculative RealisndNewd Materialism, and the Study of Li ) and Qi ( ) , ©

parallels are drawn bet we e agerdeawditdtzofer i al i s |
matter and the Confucian conceptagdf which permeates all things, living and ron

living.8” Kalmanson argues thgt can be seen as a form fively materialp a term

also used by Jane Bennett in her influential wéxkiprant Matter: A Political Ecology

of Thingso® This resonance suggests that Chinese philosophical traditions like
Confucianism can offer rich, alternative perspectives to those found in Western
materiaist thought, particularly in terms of understanding the interconnectedness and

vitality of the material world.

Kalmansonfurther points outthat Confucianisnds focus oni s p i r(shénu & dr o
fispiritual clarityp shénming ) and its emphasis on harmang human actions

with the natural order introduce a normative element that is less explicit in New
Materialist discoursé® While New Materialism does not entirely dismiss human

agency, it tends to decentsaliit, instead emmsising the distributed agency across

8Leah Kal manson, ASpecul ation as Transformati o
RealismiNewé Materi al i sm, )amth@ ( },OHarnagddf Waollg of L (
Philosophies3.1 (2018):17-30.

88 |bid.

89 |pid., 23.
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both human and nonhuman entities, thereby reconfiguring ethics within a broader
ontological context that emphass the vitality and interconnections of all matter.
contrastConfucian aesthetics, with its subtlesistance to authoritative structures and
emphasis on the suspension of human mastery, challenges the notion that material
agency can be fully understood without considering the broader cultural and

philosophical contexts.

Gladstonby reflecting on the iplications of this polylogic translation for our broader
understanding of Chinese contemporary, atggests that any critical framework
applied tocontemporary Chinese amust be flexible enough to account for the
multiplicity of influences and the onga, dynamic interplay between different cultural
and philosophical traditio®.This insight is particularly pertinent when considering
the limitations of New Materialism, which, while offering valuable perspectives on the
agency of matter, may overlooket culturally embedded meanings and historical

complexities that are central to understanding Chinese contemporary art.

Moreover, n her bookThe PosthumagnRosi Braidottiraises another critical point
regarding New Materi al i s macton’fBoidaitisvarosn r e | a't
that while this approach effectively challenges the primacy of human agency, it may

also dilute the concept of individual agency, makingdifficult to pinpoint

accountability in scenarios such as environmental degradation or social injifstices.

% Gladstonfi D+4/Centinuing Traditions.
91 Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuma(Bristol: Policy Press2013).
92 |bid.
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This dilution can obscure the intentional actions of individuals, which are often
necessary for addressing and rectifying specific wrofigAdditionally, this
decentrakation of agency and refusal to assign specific capacities to entities can
obscure responsibility. As Oscar Svensson points ouiTimee Matter of Energy
Emerges: Bridging the Divide Between Conflicting Conceptions of Energy Resgurce
this makes it challenging to determine who or what is responsible for certain actions or

outcomes, which can be problematic in both ethical and political cofifexts.

These limitations suggest that while New Materialism offers valuable insights and
opens up new ways of thinking about the material world and its relation to art, it is
crucial to remain aware of the potential challenges of this approach. These include the
risks of abstraction, the undermining of human agency, overgesatical, challenges

in empirical application, ethical and political implications, relativism, and difficulties

in interpretation.

Despite these riskshe core insight ofthe New Materialist program istill a valuable

one: entities beyond humans play a significant roleslraping the world, and it is

essential to anadg not just textuality but also the materiality that influences our
understanding and experiences | n  par t i c usleaable an Bieestigatiob s wor k
into how materiabations are entangled with forms of cixsion and inequality,

analysing how temporalities, spatialities, and materialities are mutually constituted.

This thesis applies New Materialist perspectives in a way that is both rigorous and

% 1bid.

94 OscarSvenssoniiThe Matter ofEnergyEmerges: Bridginghe Divide BetweenConflicting

Conceptions oEnergyResources Bnergy Research & Social Scierk2(2021): 101895.
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reflective, ensuring that they enrich the understanding ofefidh Art without
oversimplifying or overlooking its complexities within cultural, social, and material
realitiesand philosophical implications whi | e avoiding the pitf:

materialities as a setfontained sphere.

In this thesis,while New Materialism provides a valuable lens for exploring the
materiality of contemporary Chinese art, the discussion will also acknowledge these
cultural and philosophical complexitieBut involving both perspectives in anglyg
specific artworks is not without challengeBhe origins,and contexts ofChinese
philosophyand New Materialism differ significantlyConfucianism for example, is
deeply rooted in a metaphysical and spiritual framework that ensphake flow ofji

and the pursuit of harmony within familial, social, and environmental cordeats
concept that transcends mere material re&li@n the other handyew Materialism,

while sharing certain resonances,generallypositioned as a response to Western
dualisms ad is more grounded in a posthumanist critique of huogmered thinking.

My focus will primarily remain on New Materialism as the theoretical lens for a more
focused and coherent application of its principles to the analysis of Material Art.
Although Chnese philosophical influences are not ignored where relevant in specific
chapters, they are discussed in terms of how these manifestations can only be revealed
through an analysis of the processes ofraaking and viewing, rather than by engaging
with Chinese philosophy as a passumed framework prior to the examination of the

artworks.

% bid., 18.
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This methodological choice prioritises the specificities of New Materialism while
recognising the potential for broader philosophical dialogues within this, stadyell
asthe importance of cultural, soeexological, and historical contexemdthe artists
biographyor theintentions behindhe works The thesigalls for judicious use of these
sources, ensurinthat we do not become overly reliant @me singular pspective.
Central to this approach is understanding how these saamdgserspectivesidin the

explomtion ofthe nuancesofatha ki ng tr ajectories and the v

When analysinghistorical context, greater emphasis will be placed on the history of
specific materials featured in the case st
roles, how they typically interact with humans across various practices, rather than
focusing stely on the backdrop of the artwoiksreation. The case studies will also

consider socigultural factors that influence those human participants involved in the
artmakingprocess This entails examining how these factorsuldtheir perceptions

and howtheir interactions and experiences with materials might shift unexpectedly

during the armaking journey.

Additionally, | will incorporate insights from artists and critics. However, instead of
allowing these perspectives to solely dictate the artgarleaning or the material

role, | will explore how their viewpoints might guide us towards a more expansive
understanding d¥aterial Art Some artist or scholaly insights illuminate the agential
potency of materials, unvailg new dimensions of matetieelations, and highlight the

continuous metamorphosis time works.
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In this sense, my intention to focus on subtle material becoming and compless

not necessarily imply a detachment from social contexts or a complete departure from
historical naratives. Rather, viewing these works as phenomena shaped by intra
actions enriches o ur -politicak respdansenagdinet gthe o f art
backdrop of the political, such that change can occur (political or otherwise) wathout

need forconflict.

New Materialsm suggests that the political aspect of art cannot be detached from its
capacity to affect and be affected. This concept goes beyond mere cultural emotions,
focusing instead on thimherent capacitiesf various bodies or entities to undergo
change and to both impart and absorb influeftesiill demonstrate how each of the
works selectedfor this thesiscreates a space or scene that serves as a rehearsal or
platform for a more direct and affectivaperiential encounter for the experiencers,
including both artist andthe viewer. This aims to reflect thdtt is not the artwork
reflecting our socieultural conditions of existence, but rather the artwork actively

generating these conditions.

It is also crucial to mention that this study does not aim to diminish or dismiss the
artists role in artmakingWithout the commitment of artists, there would be no
artworks or representations to interpret, given their dedication of time and energy that
can spanfrom several days to numerous months, and in some cases, \éuales.
engaging with artists and valuing their insights is one approach to acknowledging their

contributions, it is not the sole methdoy which to honar their work. Paying

%KatveKai sa Kontturi, fAMoving Matters of Contemp:«
ProposAMi basopi s za st u@bi(20k)5.met nost. i medi | a
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meticulous attendin to the unique nuances of art, beyond just the overarching structures

it symbolises, alsohoner s t he artistds | abour.

Instead of allocating worth to individual entities, the emphasienson understanding

what is gained by thinking abountaterial and thinking through material. Rec®ymg

the pivotal rols that matter and materiality have in shaping angaustituting our

world can lead toa deeper and more nuanced understanding of contemporary art
practices which may thus become more pfound and nuanced. This project
acknowledges and resonates with the critiques ofbaded research put forward by

Jan Jagodzinski and Jason Wallimho argue for a shift from purely humanistic,

reflective practices toward a more pbsimanist perspect®?’ This thesis aspires to

enrich the ongoing discourse on artés mate

that actively generate diffractions and divergences.

By tracing artés materiality through the a
New Materiaist lens, each study case (chapter) sftbiferent perspectively which

to understandhuman/norhuman relations not merely as a division or even
asymmetrical relation, but asutually affectiverelations. Such perspectives are often

neglecte or insufficiently explored in traditions systemically skewed by dominant
paradigms that fawws humans over nature, animals, and artificial or compound

materials originating from areas like contemporary consumer culture, traditional

material culture, redjious culture and craft cultueessentially, any domain considered

as Aot her. o

97 Jan Jagodzinski and Jason Wallmts-based Research: A Critique and a Proposall
(Rotterdam, Netherfads: Sense Publishers, 2013).
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By drawing attention to the kinds of knowledge, practieesl experiencesustained

by this division between humans and Awmans, including those underpinned by
natureculture, subjecobiject, mattemind, thingaction, spadéme,
individualcollective, all chapters pave the way for new perspectives that challenge the

usual ordering of relations and their dichotomies.

Aside from the methodologicalconsiderationsit should also be noted that | do not
intend tocomparenormakespecific connections among the study casatshough they

do share some similarities or contrast with each other in terms of strategies, actions,
metamorphoses, or experiencels making as this mg put the work at risk of
becoming an overly simplified categorisation of the characteristics and metamorphoses
of the artwork. Each artwork or project selected in this thesis is an individual work that
tends to claim its own aesthetics and specificitfem@aning and values, in which the
artist does not intend to ascribe his or her work to any single art movement or spectrum.
Although | will notdiscuss how different case studies connect with or differentiate from
each other in any specific chapttnis thesiswill attempt to reveatheir shared issues,
showcasinghow they exemplify the wayhat material meanings operate as intense
events. These events intertwine human aad-human entities within complex

networks of power, blurring the boundaries between subject and object.

Another aspect thatlso warrants clarification in this thesis is my pronoun usage,
particul arly my <c¢choice to use fithe Vviewer
phenomenological aspects of the viewing experience of an artwork. This choice stems

from the complex relationship bed&n language and experience, particularly when

addressing phenomenological encounters with art. The challenge lies in how to
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authentically describe the lived experience of viewing Material Art without fully
resorting to either fictive examples or purelybmctive firstperson accounts. The
difficulty was further compounded by the circumstances under which this research was
conducted the COVID-19 pandemic and my pregnadcyhich limited my ability to

engage with some artworks in person.

The period during wish The Allure of Matterwas exhibited coincided with the

outbreak of COVIB19, a time when many people, including myself, were unable to

visit exhibitions in person. Recogni sing t
offered a variety of digitalrad remote engagement opportunities, such as virtual tours,

online programs, and remote symposiums. These efforts aimed to make the artworks
accessible to a broader audience, despite
the shift to online and remminteraction presented a significant challenge in capturing

the phenomenological significance of the artwdrles issue further complicated by

my pregnancy and maternity during the research period.

Despite these challenges, it is worth noting againrttzatty of the artworks featured in

The Allure of Mattehad been widely exhibited prior to this exhibition, across various
contexts and thematic exhibitions. For i n
Hundred Layers of Ine nd He Xi an gy uoth€olai Progdthave beert i ons f
exhibited multiple times in different venues. Some works, although not widely

exhibited before, belong to series or projects that have beerdogeimented and

gained significant public ex @orstlatens such a

Zhang Huanés ash scul pt ur eisstalmatiomsangg@ongnt i ng s,
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D o n g 6 srelatedd Wverks. In this research, | have had the opportunities to see some

of the selected works or similar versions in the series in persoluding Yang

Ji echang élendreds rajessofcrk nd Li ang ShNatargSeres wor ks
However, for works | could not experience inpesesnuc h as Li THhe Ti anmi a
Proliferation of Thread Winding n d He XJdola Prgegtand ZhandHua n 6 s a s h
Buddha serig$ | relied on extensive digital archives, including video recordings of the

exhibition process and 3&fegree virtual tours, as well as numerous articles, interviews,

and other sources documenti ngotypdrsenalgr sé e xp
view all of these works or the series, | have engaged with similar works by the same

artists using the same materials but presented in different forms in other exhibitions.

For example, | saw Song DoracgeéssStelamdoma i nt er ¢
ofZhang Huanés ash paintings. Thus, my desc:
artworks selected inevitably contain some degree of fictive description. Given the
challenges of the @QVID-19 and my personal journey during this Ppidject, key
guestiosemerged: How do we analyse the phenomenology of art when direct, personal
experience is limited or absent? Does one need to physically encounter a work of art to
authentically describe its experiential dimension, or can the phentogarab aspects

of art be examined through alternative means?

While phenomenology is often considered a {fpstson investigation, emphasising

how individuals extract meaning through personal experience, | chose to navigate this

by employing a thireberson toné fithe vieweod i n t hi s t hesi s. Using
rather than Al o (sometimes foll owed by #fth

broader exploration of the artworksoé phen:
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confining the analysis to myindividual perspective. While phenomenology
traditionally prioritises the firsperson viewpoint, focusing solely on personal
experience can lead to an overly subjective interpretation. This is especially pertinent
in the context of this thesis, where thimphasis is on the inteor intra-relationships
among various entities, both human and nonhuman. Limiting the focus to a single,
prioritised entity risks overlooking the broader, intersubjective dimensions of art

viewing that are revealed throughthenactr k s 6 mat er i al and phenome

AThe Vviewero provi des a middl e ground be
experience and the universality of a geneealiaudience. It offers a more inclusive

approach that acknowledges the diverse expeggrand understandings different

viewers might have when encountering these artworks. However, | consciously limit

the use of the term Aviewerso because it m
reducing the richness of varied individual encountera generased or hypothetical

collectived unless | specifically intend to convey a more generalised, collective sense

in the context.

To some extent, the use of Athe viewero i
methodological one. It supports théneoence of this thesis by ensuring that the analysis

is not confined to either firgierson introspection or thiplerson abstraction. For works

| did not experience in person, the thpdrsonpronounallows me to maintain

objectivity and avoid the pitfl of speculative personal narration. For works or similar

versions | did experience, it enables a dissociation between my personal engagement

and the broader analysi s, ensuring that th
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elicit diverseresponsesr experiencesrl his choice also hopes to address the limitations
inherent in both experiential introspection and purely philosophical phenomenology. If
we rely solely on the firgberson perspective, we might risk reducing the analysis to an
empirical method with inductive generalisation. Conversely, focusing exclusively on

philosophical concepts may distance us from the actual lived experience of art. By using

Athe viewer, o I aim to integrate these pe

exploration othow artworks generate shifting, variable experiences depending on who

is engaging with them and in what context.

6. Arrangement of chapters
It is with this theoretical approach and reseasaims in mindthat | formed six
propositionghatinform the arrangement tfie specific chapters:
Material as Unfixed and inan Ongoing Process Ar t 6 s mat er i al i
comprising stable, fixed entities but as relational and perpetually emergent
phenomena. This perspective emphasizegtbeessual and dynamic nature of
materiality in art.
Blurring Boundaries of Nature/Culture and Embodiment/Objectivity: This

approach adoptdlew Materiaist views that advocate a namalist ontology,

ty i

wherein nature and cul truerael masroe bnuott arse gfiapra

continuum of materiality & It challenges the binary distinctions between
humanhon-human nature/culture, and embodiment/objectivity, empiagithe
importance of accountability and responsibility within human subjectivitytals

t o our understanding and exi stence

%®Nick J. Fox and Pam Adsdeaiblaged New Rdteniaismced the h e
Mi cropol iti cs Sociologia Raseaich Anlnkf.2 (2015): ,125.
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specificity) > This perspective allows us to comprehend aspeciallyworks that

reveal the propensity for constant mutafion all its relational complexity. It
enables us to questioany hierarchy explicitly or implicitly created by
anthropocentric discourse and to reflect on environmental interdependencies and
the inseparable mutual constitution of nature and culture, asawsdietween
humans and nehumans.

Mat eri al 6s Ca p aExpandsthé motion df &ggneyrbeygnd human
actors to includeonhumanand inanimate entities, acknowledging their capacity

to both obstruct human intentions and actording totheir owntrajectories-%°

This perspective recognizes the liveliness of inanimate matter in art and artmaking,
understanding the limitations of human creators in their interactions with materials
and the precarious nature of these engagements.

More-than-human Agercy: This aspect extends the
encompass living or moithanhuman elements, such as animals, inviting a
reconsideration of anthropocentric views on autonomy and intentionality. It
highlights ethical and political concerns regardingeiispecies interactions,
advocating for responsible and interconnected engagements with the world.
Affect and Critical Inquiry : Operationalizes a concept of agency that demotes
human action in fawrr of a mutual capacity to affect and be affected acribss a
matter human, nonthuman animate, and inanimaté®® This perspective
emphasizes the potential of materials in art to evoke affect, fostering an embodied
and intuitive engagement with art that transcends conventional representational

knowledge productiarSuch affective encounters encourage critical reflection and

% Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag7.
0Fox and Alldredfi | nsi de tdssembRge®De dr2&h
101 Deleuze and Guattary Thousand Plateaud 27 128.
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Vi.

t hought evoluti on, enabling artdés mater.

biological realms without being bogged down by overt political narratives.
Onto-epistemology in Artmaking. This proposition shifts the focus from
epistemological debates (which address how phenomena can be known or
understood by observers) about the knowability of the social world to an onto
epistemological exploration (concerned with the nature of things xisd} ef art

and artmaking. It aims to move beyond the perspectives of abjectedness and
alienatedlabour of Marxist historical materialism, which often obscures the
genuine vitality of humarabour and fetishizes objects, to a consideration of
ageny redistribution. By emphasing the artmakingprocessas a practice of
knowing in being as what Bar aap i tsd re dnswhleré@ig thed o
boundaries between knowing and thinking are emergent and negotiated through
intra-action, this approachecognizes the active participation of both human
creators and nehuman entitiesi®® This onteepistemological emphasis has
significant implications for research methodology, suggesting a more integrated
approach to under st an dn daly lifeaand pdoductiveo | e

activities beyond the constraints of human constructs.

These propositions highlight the tangible reality of art and artmaking, along with the
immediate affect they elicit, rather than an immediate relegation of artwork to a
conceptual or metaphysical realis | select the artworks for this study, thefpdus

on what is happening wit hi aredbitgevithimthe k 6 s
work, what itrepresents to the effects and experiences that it producebearidracter

of the material process in and through which artworks happen.

102 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag85.
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Each chaptegoes beyondhe task ofa case study of a specific artwodgchaims to

illuminate a particular propositiooutlinedatthe beginning of this sectipthrough the

lens ofart 6s performative materialiti as. Thus
specific aspect of these propositions through atejpth examination of a particular

artwork that | have chosen for this study. While all the cases embody these propositions

to vaying degreed they are all integral to my overall framework of the performative
materialities of adi each chapter emphasizes a different facet of the comprehensive
conceptuakation of performative materialities | am proposing for this typilaterial

Art.

Specifically, the first chapter embarks on an exploration & arateriality through the

|l ens of Zhang Huan 6BerlineBpddra(fige t)aplositioningsit al | at i «
against the conventional perception of art materials as static and immiuteidse

this work asl am drawn to the material Zhang useddiscarded material commonly
seen inthe context of Buddhist rituals. While incense is netgal as a mediumfor
elevaing the spirituality of worshippers, the incense ash is deemed valueless and
forgotten.The transformation of a significant amount of incense ash into a deliberately
made Buddha sculpture, with fisonounced physical presernbat intuitively makes

the viewer notice the compactness and density of the large amount of ash, along
with the capacity to stage a performative and ephemeral event at the exhibition site,
holds a particular fascination for mMeam keen to explorirtherthe material processes
through which this artwork comes into being and its relation thigviewer and the
surrounding environment. In addition, timaterial density and intensitgs revealed
through theash Buddha sculpture, creates a feeling that thek wesults from

significant human labours in its process of transformation or masatiah, which

75



could hardly be achieved through the arti

This sense deeped my interest in exploring thenakingprocess investigating the
mode of poduction, the role of potential other makers involved in the artméking
whose contributions are often overshadowed by the ardistl the relationship
between humarmabour and the incense ash, as well as between the artist and the

collective workmanship wiiih the arinakingprocess

By emphaging the processual and relational nature of materials in art, this chapter
challenges the notion of artworks as mere objects, suggesting instead that they are
dynamic entities characterized by an ongoing process of material unfolding and
becoming. Zhang Hun 6 s andparticuylarly his use of incense aéha material
typically discarded after religious ceremoeserves as a vivid demonstration of how

in art,materials can transcend fixed positionalitersgaging not in isolation but as part

of part of a ontinuously emergent phenomendhat necessitates an ongoing
(re)negotiation of agential forces. This evolving role of incense ash, from its collection,
creation, and exhibition to its life peskhibition acrosdifferent context® from
sacred spacesthear t i st 6 shegallery dpac@ wikh Imecebe examined not as

a preexisting phenomenon but as intricately defined through its-adtians within
various contexts. This perspectivieelps unveil the material specificity and
interconnectedness ofdense ash, emphasig its temporality beyond mere cycles of
extraction, production, consumption, and disposal. Through this analysis, the chapter
advocates for an understanding oftmrhateriality as inherently unfixed, resonating
with New Materiaist pespectives, particularly Barésl concept of boundaries being

perpetually under negotiation. This beckons us toward a conception of
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flongoingness §° proposing afimethodology of continuin® amidst uncertainty,

uncontrollability, and potential futility and finality.

Transitioning to Son Wated BRetagdXfyy. 2y Chhmgen 2 i nst al |
delves into the implications of adopting a rdunalist ontology within the realm of

Material At. Thes el ect i on ofbr thS stndgséems fram ankextended

interest followingmy casest udy of Z Bedim BuddkaLBarinBsiddha

prompts questions about the representation of the artistic process within the artwork

and whether the act ofeation can itself be an art form, experiencethieywiewer not

present at the woék inception. WhileBerlin Buddharequiresthe viewerds reattime

engagement, it invites contemplation on whether such ephemeral experiences depend

on witnessing the wotkks per f or mance | i ve. This thus |
D o n gMatsr RecordsDisplayed as a multhannel video installation, it documents

the artistéds hand drawing ephemer al i mages
about the viewés role inengaging with a recorded document of a past event and

whether such rereation based on the documentation of the original performarare

effectively connect past and present experiences. In addition, the prominence of water

in the performance of Awat er drawingso as
interest in further reflecting ohuman conceptuations of water across various

cultural and practice domains, encoungga reconsideration dfs capacityto forge

complex interconnections between humarmsrhumars, nature, and culture.

103 Donna HarawayStaying with the Trouble. Making Kin in the Chthuluc@derham: Duke
University Pras, 2016).
104 Mierle Laderman UkelesAn Analysis of Maintenance Art: Inquiry and Creative Process

(Masterd6s dissertation, New York University, 1
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By focusing on the seamless continuum of materiality where nature and culture
intertwine1%° this chapter positionsVater Recordsis a medium through which the

principles ofNew Materiaism are vividly brought to life. The analysis of the ephemeral
Awater drawingso uncovers the endldess inte
facilitated bythearit 6s hand actions, st ondaeoftter ush, a
video documentation and installation in highlighting the intangible aspects of these
performed and embodied evedtt challenge traditional binaries of nalaultureand
embodiment/objetivity. It critically examineghe viewer experience a@n embodied
encounter, suggesting that these interacti
situated in the worldas an |, specific and distinct from othersut rather of being of

the world in its dynamic specificity'8® This reframing foreground$ié importance of
understanding the interconnectedness of all life forms and elements within the
biosphere, prompting reflection on environmental interdependencies and the
inseparable caonstitution of nature and culture, human and-homan. By delving

into ways through whiciWater Recordpresents a layered and tenaciously iterative

narrative of the natufeulture continuum, this chapter aims to uncover Water

Recordspaves the way for an alternative understanding to systemic or structural
Aexpl avwatoifonhow nature and culture wor k,
awareness of understanding t he fluxes, d

constitute our world.

Chapter 3 broadens the discussion to encompass the agentic capacities of materials in

att wi th Yang JiiretlehO8 bagedsf Inseriesr(fig.8i bOgssrving

105 Fox and Alldredfilnside theResearckassemblaged 1 2 5 .
106 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag37.
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as a focal point. This work serves as a study case due to the mate@ainisidavhich

holds a prominent identity in the long history of Chinese art, especially ink ppamrtah

calligraphy. This significance cannot be overlooked when examining the type of
materials wused in contemporary Chinese ar
identities, yet in Yangbés painting, it is
amost unrecogrsable. It is valuable to explore how ink 100 Layers of Inkcarves

out alternative trajectories that diverge from their traditionally ascribed roles within the
established, hegemonic discourses and narratives. In addition, the multiple layers of ink

in each work of the series, as well as the seeming repetitibe widual representation

of different works in the series, imply the
of i nk repeatedly over an extendbodr peri od.
intensive efforts with the material. It is therefarerth considering why the artistight

favour such ritualisticrepetitive, and enduring actions over more transient artistic

activities, as well as the specific dialogues and phenomena that occur between the

material and the artist in such prolonged ergagnts.

By situating Yangds wor k ieamossessing imtsnsic at i v e
agentic capacities, the chapter examines theakihgprocessas a space where inert

matte® ink and other materialsuch akuanpaper and brughtransition frombeing

under human control to acting as -@gents. This redefinition of agency, from
intentionality to effectivity, underscores a continuous production of effects, celebrating

a vital ontology where both artists and materials are seen as participanselin a
organsing, seltgenerating process marked by unpredictable outcomes. Through this

lens, Yan@s work exemplifies instances of emergent agency, challenging the notion of

human dominance in the matersalion of ar® specifically, the emphasis, in
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traditional paintingonama s t e r 0 s, abdrpredeterminad ideological meanings

over the potential capacities of ink to produce effects and affects in the creative

procesd and emphasing the importance of relational dynamics in the sadilbn of

art and the world it inhabits.

Extending t he e x @gHapmtar &4focuseson thef incléisermyad liviagyor

morethanthuman elements in art, exemplified by Liang Shagculptural installation

Chains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, NatureeSeNo. 79(fig. 11) in his

Nature Seriesl chose this work because the silk in the installation reveals a strong

sense of being produced by the spinning of silkwomisch sparkedny interest in

the use of biological materials in art anmtbre speciftally, the involvement of animals

in the artnakingprocess| became particularly interested in the roletha silkworm

during artmaking and its relations with the artist and other material compériants

this case the industrial metal chanwith which it would not normally associate or

come into contact. The inclusion of Liango
understanding of the human as the sole maker in productive actigitiésuggesa

more intricate web of relationships that constitarteartwork within which mor¢han
humanagencyactively contributes to the making.

Through tracinghes i | k wor més ag e ntcortinupugphenomenonoht i on i

biotechnological, biological, and ecological entangleseihhtumans, noihumans and

morethanhumans in the amakingprocess t he chapter expl ores h

biological framework offers the possibilityot only to raise questions abbhuman

subjectivity, autonomyand intentionality, but also actively challenge these notions.

This exploration will help to uncover how the potential for agentic participation of
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animals in art can provide a fresh ethmalitical perspective on the na&u of
interspecies interactions, and can open up ways for us to move away from traditional
humancentric ethics towards a heightened understanding d@fvorldo we are

encouraged to reconnect widnd becomenore "responsable” towards.

The subsequent twchapterd while also embodying themes of processuality, agency,
and a rejection of reductive dualisas a critique of dualist ontology in the context of
specific intraactions within dynamic everdsshift the focusonto exploring how
Material Art can serveas a conduit for rengaging with the materiality of life and
struggle, moving beyond overt political narratives or the contentious dimensions of
sociapolitical contexts. This shift is inspired by the insights of promindatv
Materiaist scholard including postcolonial scholars, feminists, and queer theérists
who have embracddew Materialsm as a framework that is deeply rooted in material
embodiment, aimed at both understanding and positively transforming the social world.
Unlike poststructuralism and social constructionism, which often create a chasm
between theory and practice throughfazus on textuality and discoursdlew
Materiaism calls for a reengagement with the tangible aspects of life, advocating for
a perception of the world as inherently contextual and relational, instead of it being

essential and fixed.

The upcoming chapte delve intdNew Materialsmé call to revisit matter itself and its

efficacy in social relations, resonating

invisibility of tangible things, which have obscured their crucial roles in shaping social,
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political, and biological landscapé¥’ This oversight has constrained discussions on
artts potential to engage with societal issues within a politicized framework, pointing
to the need for ae-evaluation of power relations that acknowledges the dispersed
agency armang human anchonthuman actors within the confines of patriarchal
capitalism. The two chapters seek to collaborate with a broader array of allies to
uncover howMaterial Art can illuminate the subtleties of human engagement with
materials in everyday lifelhis is particularly relevarfor activities that shape cultural

or artistic norms, fashions, tastes, and consumer standards, whether through individual
craftsmanship or collectidabourin mass production, and how these interactions can
redefine experigce and knowledgproduction in the creation and perception of art.
Specifically, the f oTheBroliferation of Tlhread @imdingi n Ti a
and He XGCola Prgjgcuedpectively, underscoring the limitations of human
engagement with matals and the inherent risks of such encounters in their
conventional productive activitie§'he argument leans towards advocating for an
engagement that is more direct, affective, and ontological, rather than relying on
traditional representational metleodf knowledge productiohis examination aims

to spotlight specific practices of #Aknowin
bodily sensing, underlining the significance of affective and ontological processes that
precede consciougflectionl®® Rather than merely depicting the world, this approach
seeks to foster new experiences and insights into the corporeal aspects of life and
productive activities, especially in contexts often associated with struggle, violence,

and trauma, sucltas domestic handicraft antthe industrial mass production of

1071 evi R. Bryant,Onto-Cartography: An Ontology of Machines and Me(talinburgh:
Edinburgh University, 2014), 3.
8KarenMc Cor mack, AStratified Repr odGenderi&kon and Po
Society, 165) (2005): 66079.
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commodities.

Chapter 5 focuses on-nmmersion into the materiality of life and struggle through the
activation of the affective qualities of materials in art and artmakimgcentres on Lin

Ti anmi ao 6 sTha Prokfdarasidn bf ahtreacoWindin@ig. 12). | chosethis work

asits use of materials is not primaridymedat reflecting, representing, or reproducing
the domain of crafts practicewomendpr wori bdn
in the domestic sphere. Instead, it seeks to evoke affemttin opposition to thought

but as a vehicle for generating understandiimgthe viewer. This affective encounter

does not rely on thought to affirm its necessity but rather oargmedictability of an
encounter that sparks thoughécknowledging the critical need for thoughtful
engagement or a passion to think. This chapter contends with the tendency in existing
scholarship to translate Lanvisual language into oversimplified retives of passive
female experiences within the domestic realm. It rethinks traditional representational
modes of knowledge production that often marginalize nuanced understandings and
experiences. The discussion draws attention to the psychological dtudalcu
implications of handicraft, particularly within the context of cotton production,
advocating for a re-evaluation of these laborious processes and associated

psychological experiences as integral to our shared history and experience.

Here,Li n6s wor k e x e mpdtalydea responde dtive soagial $phere a n
through its affective qualities, connecting human bodies with their social and physical
environments, eliciting specific feelings for encounters and events beyond individual
experences. These phenomena, occurring before and alongside the development of

subjectivity, effectively blur the distinctions between human and-huwnan
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materialities as well as between subjects and objects. Crucially, | will reveal that these

affective enconters can act as catalysts for deeper, critical inquiries into the social

sphereor serve as foundations for the evol uti
type of encounter, illustrating how affect can be physically inscribed within art to forge

an infamiliar yet captivating scene such a way that ibvitestheviewer to participate

not just aanobserver but aaco-creator of meaning and experience.

Chapter 6 introduces another perspective by emghgsontoepistemology over
epistemology as a means ofinemersion into the materiality of life and struggle,
exemplified by He ARarra ofyrgstiosCod&ols(figalld)] at i on
part of Cola Project Unlike materials discussed in previous chapters, @mia is a

mateaial with neitherart or craft associations (such as ink and cotton threadjloes

it hold an identity as a class of material its own right, butis rathera subset of
beverages, carbonated drinks, softdritks s u c h | i kwhich invevedthe wo r k ,
boiling of thousands olitres of CocaCola into a bitumetlike residue, serves as a
compelling case studfpr interrogaing the dynamic interplay between humlabour

and commodified objects. This explorationcessiates a reflection on Marxist
historical materialism, which views human individuals as active agents who, through
their interactions with the material world, not only transform the nature of objects and
materials around them but also undergo changesidelves. This dual process of
external manipulation and internal transformation underscores a fundamental
orientation towards objects, where human actions are deeply dependent on and directed
towards the material world. Within this framework, objdirectedness morphs into a
materialist form of intentionality, highlighting human engagement with materials as a

foundational aspect of historical development. Historical materialism thus frames
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history as a dynamic setonstitution process of humanity, naaiig the complexities

and potential alienations inherent in hunrmaaterial relations while asserting that

humans, as social beings, remain the primary agents of historical change, despite
potential estrangement from th&bourand themselves. JaneBehme 6 s cr i ti que o
funnatural animation of artifaciswithin capitalist processes adds depth to this
discussion, revealing how capitalietishizes objectsmbuesthemwith a false sense

of vitality, while obscuring the genuine vitality of humkdour!®

In this chapter, | will move beyond the foundational humanist approach that has
dominated much qualitative research, which emphasizes human actions and narratives,
and the interpretation of these through huroantric methodologies like ethnographic
observation, interviews, reportingnd interpretive analysis. Notably, He Xiangyu,
despite some photographic documentationpetirchival textual materialsordid he
facilitate interviews with workers regarding their specific engagements and exjsrien
with boiling CocaCola. My exploration focuses on the ompistemological
artmakingprocess where worker8 once mere components in the industrial
production syste interact with the evolving phenomena of Cdoala fluid in a state

of entanglementwhich divergesfrom their standard industrial experiences and
understandings towards thinghisencourages a rethinking of the nature of creativity,
production, an@penshe possibility for a more genuine engagement with the material
world that respects the inherent vitality and agency of both human arduntan
actors. This analysis extends beyond the insights of historical materialism to consider

redistribution of agety (and responsibility) and ways of knowing that recognize the

109 Jane BennetThe Enchamhent of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 117.
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active participation of both human creators and-homan entitiesThischallengesthe
idea of material substance as stable and predictable and advtmrata better

understanding of the congx interplay of human and ndruman agency in the creation

and perception of art.
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Chapter 1
Materialas Unfixed andimnOn goi ng Pr oc e BerlinBuitha ng Huan

This chapter embarks on an explorationofsart mat er i al ity by anal ysi
ephemeral installatiorBerlin Buddha (2007, fig. 1), positioning it against the
conventional perception of art materials as static and immutable. By esipidike

processual and relational nature of materialstirtlsis chapter challenges the notion of

artworks as mere objects, suggesting instead that they are dynamic entities
characterized by an ongoing process of material unfolding and becoBenign

Buddha part ofthe Ash Buddhaeries (200i72019p asdiscussd i n Nancy P. L
catal ogue essay ihAlluaregof Matteawhich infkadincés many o m

of Zhangdés works made with incense ash and
ash paintings to ash sculptures, specifichigghlighting works likeBerlin Buddhathat

further dramate the themes of destruction and ephemefaléyemplifies this

dynamismt*°

In this sculptural installation, the material of incense ash is rendered flexible and
unpredictable, subject to the tenn@laconditions of its environment or context. It shows

a monumental Buddha made of incense ash in the process of colldpsing,its

mould, whichr e mai ns i ntact. Over the course of t
eventually disintegrateBerlin Buddhapresents itself as an inherently unstable display,
underscoring a continuous, rémhe experience over any static aesthetic end product.

The viewer cannotbut notice the external relation between the work and its

environment. This work provides anpdaration of the material processvhich can

WNancy P. Lin, 0inZhedlure oftatemMaterkakAnt from Chinads,
Wu Hung and Orianna Cacchione (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2019), 233
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manifest as direct aspect of the artwork through immediate, physical meanartat
available to the viewed sexperience. This characteristic fosters a processual
understanding of the artwork, transcendingribon of it as a collection of determined
objects, to bginstead a site of ongoing material unfolding and becoming, marked by

the unpredictable disintegration and temporary stability of the ash Buddha sculpture.
This under scor es ityforenovenmeot and shangeaas thedcenditioa p a ¢

of possibility for the performance ttiesculpture.

The focus of this chaptetoesnot remainon a merelyrepresentational levelyhere

i ncense aschd®e seetd praaca phygical change that transcends its
inanimate nature in religious contexts. Instead, the kind of performativity and
processuality that | aim to articulate in this chapter seek to foster an understanding of
Berlin Buddhaas embodying a philosophy of procesbangeand flux, rather than
merely being constrained to the components of a subskassal philosophyThis
perspective confronta traditional view of substance, which, philosopherAlfred

North Whitehead articulates in Hisie Concept of Natuyeublished 100 years ago, is
often seen aBa substratum for attribut@é!'s a notion that underpins a fundamental
bifurcation of nature. This bifurcation is problematic because it implies that substance,
existing merely in space and time, becomes the foundation upon which attributes are
superimposed, thereby obscuring the inhedgnamism, interconnectivity, and fluidity

of materials. Michael Halewood further critiques this substaecdric view by noting

that it leads to a reductive perception of items as isolated eniiieelated to any

otherp thus makingfit impossible fo information to pass between such obje&tts.

111 Alfred NorthWhiteheadConcept of NaturéCambridge: Cambridge University Press,

1920), 21.

112 MichaelHalewood A. N. Whitehead and Social Thegkyndon: Anthem Prgs, 2011),
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This stance not only rejectisut also overlooksthe essential qualities of dynamism,

processand fluency inherent in materials.

Incontrast Baradds notion of Afagentimgdn,real i sm

suggesting that both subjects and structures are part of an ongoing process rather than

a static state. Baradods per f orfamanharemte under

fixed property of abstract, independently existing ob{dots as soméing thatfirefers
to phenomena in their ongoing matesationo''® This materiakation is not an
isolated event but occurs through exchange, relational entanglement, arattiming

engaging all participants on an equal basis.

The dynamism of thancense ash at the displaige was notdue toan act of the ashes
alone. Instead, the dynamic and performative nature of thewktha sculpture relied
on constant negotiationf human movement, environmental conditions,damnabre
importanthd the makingtrajectories that brought h e  woiquk éharacteristics to
life. The materiality ofBerlin Buddhais thuscharactesed by evolving relationships
and ongoing materiations through intraaction, indicating an unfixed nature defined

by a network of interactions that shape its being.

This lack of fixity gains particular intrigue wheme attendto the primary status of

incense ash as discarded material in the context of Buddhist ritual prabta®gs.

studies have overlookeédisaspeat n t hei r 1 nt e AshBwldhadrieson o f
Current i nterpretative fikeadArRboeroxrRisiag: The u c h
11 12.

113 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag51.
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Ash Works of Zhang Huamn d Hu a n g s hTbkenAgceti?VArtisg £hang Huan
havecented onhow t he artistods engagetmeanttc wi t h Bl
activities, meanings, and values of the wérkin doing so, Miall dematerializes
incense ash akey element in Zhardg artistic expressi@into a conceptual emblem

filled with collective desires, representative of Buddhist spirituality. In these
interpretations, the value of incense ash is linked to its role in Buddhist doctrine, where
it is viewedas a static cultural symbol of ideological embodiment. Consequently, these
analyses emphasise the spiritual or conceptual dimensions of incense ash above its
physical properties, privileging the metaphysical above the material, and the ideological
above tle ontological. This perspective fails to acknowledge that incense ash primarily
consists of discarded byproducts from Buddhist rituals, which Zhang and his studio

workers have creatively transformed into continuously evolving art pieces.

| thereforefind that it is precisely ncense ashés status as waste
forgetfulnesghatoffersthepotential foraree val uat i on of Zhangbs wo
into its active and dynamic participation
can see how it significantly contributes to the vivid materiality of the work. Indeed,

while Zhang often discusses the spiritual meaning of incense ash, he does not
extensively elaborate on the meaning of the work itself. Zhang identifies his ash works

as t&ing more of arfiunreasonable and recklésspproach, sincéplaying according

M4Nina Miall, ALike A Phoeni x HRiZsahgHgan: The Ash W
Ash eds, Harry Blain and Graham Southern (London: Haunch of Venison, 20@B)
Huangsheng Wang, ifsThe ZAZamtHidu Aghnigreds,klena
Genua (Milan: PAC and 24 ORE Cultura, 2010). For other works examining or mentioning
Z h a nAgloBuddhaseee.g.,Wu Hung and Orianna Cacchioriéhe Allure of Matter
(Chicago: Smart Museum of Art, The University of Chicago, 2019), 27, EAsteman 16
27, 82 and Alessia Daisy Lai, AfBuddhi st I nfl ue
Relationship withContemporanSo ¢ i €Mastebs Dissertation, UniversitaCa' Fosca
Venezia 2019), 4566.
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to the rules is simply remaining in the systemhereadiby] being reckless | find my
own voice, my own expressi@h'® His employment of incense ash does not necessarily
framethe work within predisposed religious contexts, but identifies the possibilities of
using discarded material to reflect on the sensual experiertbe wewing and art

makingprocesstself.

This chapter wil/ unvei |l Cfcityandintereorratherh 6 s ¢ o m
intra-, actions with human agentsThis investigation acknowledgésat our
understanding of the roles and potential of incense ash is often incomplete. Commonly
overlooked in everyday life and underestimated in its capaaditadtive interaction

with humans, incense ash is frequently dismissed as a mere inanimate and passive entity
subject to human contrdt. also highlightghe temporal nature of incense ash beyond
mere cycles of extraction, production, consumption, ancbdapd will delve into the
dynamic interplay between the incense ashthediewer during the ephemeral display
process, an dmakingarocesswhéaran hunansKtlie srtist and his studio
workers) and incense ash become intertwineahn inteplay that allows for a unique
performance of asBuddha sculpture to occur. Through the analysis of these processes,

| aim to uncover the evolving role of incense ash that acts not as-exigtiag
phenomenon but as intricately defined through its iattégons within various stages of

an art practicg@ from its collection, creation, and exhibition to its life peghibition,

across varied contexisfrom sacregplacesothear t i st 6s studi o and ga

Through this analysis, the chapter advocates for an understandin@gahateriality

A Refl ections on Ash: A Collective Soul Zhang
Ashman 23.
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as inheretly unfixed, aligning withNew Materiaist perspectives, especially Baéad
concept that boundaries are fAperpetually ui
a conception ofiongoingness'®® suggesting &methodology of continuing'’ amidst

uncertairtly, uncontrollability, and potential for both futility and finality.

This is not to suggest that the work lacks religious meaning or is disconnected from

soci al realities. |l nstead, focusing on the
state of beingwhere human andon-humanentities jointly contribute, offers an
alternative approach to exploring the art
religious spiritsAs Petra LangBer ndt notes: AMat eri al Compl
politicéaiToagermdiss. ®n the materiality of art
issues of quality, expressiveness or symbolic content but to investigate transpersonal

societal problems™nd matters of concern.o

As | examineBerlin Buddha] avoid preconceived notors of t he wor kés si
as embodying Buddhist spirituality through entrenched notions of animistic mysticism

or symbolism. Instead, | seek to transcend the traditional confines associated with
materials derived from religious contexts within art ficas. This chapter, in
alignment with Baradds agentanddbsenviegas i s m, r
emer gi ng fr om -aclioas, challéngiry th& riogon that theseaprocesses

exist prior to our engagement with the art or its creafldius, the human response,

whether critical or inspired by religious sentiment, arises through direct encounters with

116 Haraway Staying with the Trouble.
117 Ukeles,An Analysis of Maintenance A&16.
118 petra LangeBerndt,Materialit, 15.
191pid., 16.
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the artworkos making or Vi ewing process.
perspective concerninfpe interrelationsofa r t 6 s  mwath social, eulturataryd

political landscap®in Chapters 5 and fhe presenthapter will also discuss hdserlin

Buddha sngoing materiagationopens up the possibility for reflecting on wider secio

political and religious themesThis materialisabn is facilitated by relational
entanglement and int@ction between humaactors (artist, other makers, anthe

viewer) and nofhumanelements(not only the ash Buddha sculpture but also the

aluminous mould)

Encountering the ash Buddhaand the aluminium Buddhaat the exhibition
Zhangbés series consists of installation wo
2007 2019, presenting an aBuddha sculpture facing its aluminium mould. Versions
includeBerlin Buddha(2007, fig. 1) Taipei Buddhg2010, fig.14), Sydney Buddha
(2015) (fig.15), andMiami Buddha(2019)*?° Each sculpture is unique in scale, shape,
and placementBerlin Buddhawas the firad and most representatiyevork in the
series, drawing much scholarly attention, and it is the main focus of this chapter.
Created in 2007 f or Zichkof Yehison, Berlin,dheosrhi bi t i o
mete-high Buddha (fig16) was made of six tons of incense ash collected from temples
in Shanghai, exhibited in the process of collapsing. Opposite the sculpture, the hollow
mould (fig. 17) from which the ash Buddha wasstachoes its classical posture of
meditation’> At the showds opening, the ash Budd

moul ded plate with an iron scaffold to mai

120 Some of the specific works have also been repeatedly exhibited in other countries without
changes to the forms and names of the works, su€hipsi Buddhaat Palazzo Vecchio and
Forte di Belvedere in Florence in 2013, &wtlin Buddhaat Art Stage, Sigapore, in 2013,
and the Museum of Old and New Art in Hobart, Australia, in 2014.
121 For meanings of gestures of Buddha statue, see Tatjana Blau and Mirab&usldhist
Symbols(Sterling Publishing Company, Inc., 20094 110.
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relatively complete appearance, although the right arm had already decomposed. When
ten invited friendsof the artist removed the plate, the face of the ash Buddha

immediately collapsed to the floor (fif8).

This work diverges from traditional artistic experiences that prioritize aesthetic
permanence, as the disintegration of the ash Buddha is naleterenined but
influenced by its intrinsic properties (such as viscosity and weight), gravitational forces,
and environmental conditions like temperature, humidity, and vibrations causieel by
viewer. Many interpretations dfie Ash Buddhaeries suggeshat the incense ash is

not a passive medium but rather plays an active aolé evolvesn response to these
external factord?? Without these environmental and human elements, the sculpture,
governed solely by gravity, would likely collapse in a mordarm manner due to its
inherently unstable structure. However, the presence of these factors introduces a
dynamic, unpredictable, and irregular progression in the scufptdisintegration,
making them not just influential but part of productive agentedevolving nature of

the artwork.

The worlé significance lies in how the collapsing process of the ash Buddha reveals
layered narratives of human interaction. The ash Budieformative nature is partly

due to its seeming owutf-placeness. At firgglance, the artist presents an object whose
artificiality is accentuated by its placement within the exhibition space. The structure,
reminiscent of the grand, stable Buddha statues in Buddhist templesakesvona

playful and surprising character. This transformation is also private, as only those

22E, g. Nancy,. M&athang Mdwdd , ijHuken g hRRinage n ifixT hRi s i
Ascetic Artist. o
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present can witness the phenomenontha collapsing process, a spectacle not
replicable elsewhere (despite the work being exhibited globally, repeat viewings are

unlikely) or through secontiand documentation pesbllapse.

This onetime experience, coupled with the transience of the intervention, underscores
theworls emphasis on fAi mmedi acyo over durabil
focusing on the present momaarid experimenting with the process. The viewer is

engaged in an active and sensual experience, where immediate understanding stems
from direct, personal interaction with the w&ktemporal environment. This

interaction fosters a deeper comprehensioménviewer ofthe relationship between

their bodes andhe physical world.

Thisdoes not imply thait is solelythe human presence atietemporal conditions of

the environmenthat cause the ash Buddisacollapse. The material composition and
structureof the ash Buddha also play pivotal mie creating a dynamic interplayf

the incense ash, environmental conditions, grawtyd the viewer. The statue,
meticulously made, responds sensitively to its surroundings, exhibiting a propensity for
unpredicable transformation under the influence of external factors and gravitational
forces. The individual incense ash is light and ethereal. When combined with a carefully

calibrated adhesive, the mixture achieves a delicate balance.

The viscosity afforded bthe preciously measured amosiof glue and water (I will
elaborateon this below added tdheincense ash lends theateriala certain degree of
cohesiveness, whiksi nnat e | ooseness ensures & he stru

hold weakens ovdime, and the moist ash that waescked intahe aluminiummould
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gradually dries upon the moulddés removal,
hastening the sculptusedecay. This process is unpredictabtbfferent parts of the

statue may collapse at different times, influenced by the uneven distribution of mass

and the varying strengths of the adhesive bonds. This calculated blend allows the statue

to maintain its form temporarily, embodying a transitoigtes between solidity and

di sintegratiobet Weesnesbeéerehtthienash Buddh
It exists in a state of suspended equilibrium, precariously balanced at the threshold of
cohesion and collapse. In this dynamic, the ash Badatulpture continuously acts

bothas a reactor to and a reactant within the exhibition space.

In this sense, the work establishes a structure of temporary encounters, aligning with

what Guy Debord might descr iBPeheaudiendet he con
t he artwork, and their contextual temporal
grounded in the tension of finitude. This creates an experience for the viewer that is
ephemeral and transitory. What is withessed is something which d¢asirfor the non

primary audience. | t e mbawadierse cat i n@n steh eo fv
attention from the everyday life to a type of r&pace where the usual constructs of

space and time are symbolicall yesindgsgat ed.
democratation of agency at a phenomenal level, repositioning humans within

net works encompassing diverse phenomena a
interactionsof it hi ngs 0 &he dewqg is oompeded to engage with the

relationshipg between the artwork and its surroundings, becoming acutely aware of their

122GuyDebord, @AReport on The Construction of Situ
and Action of the | nt er rGaytDebmnd And ThS8itudtionstt i oni st T
International ed. Tom McDonough, 1st e@Cambridge, MassachusetiIT Press, 2002),
29i 50.
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own movement, position, and physicality in relation to the object of incense ash. In this

way, the visitorsd b osediwghs thaexhbitiontsmacean ext en:

The work transcends the mere foregrounding of the incense ash as the central subject
to enact the performance processthereturn to human corporeality as an overlooked
element or source of radical otherndsgrobes the interplay between materiality and
ideality, exploring hovtheseare defined in relation to each other and the implications
thereof. Margrit Shildrick aptipotesfibodies, rather than being material and graspable
from the start, are materialized through a set of discursive practé¢&choing Judith
Butlerds assertion that a pure body cannot be referenced without its simultaneous further
reformation, Shildck contendshatfi [ t blody,]then, is not a prediscursive reality, but
rather a locus of production, the site of contested meaning, and as such, fluid and

unstable, never given and fixétf>

Berlin Buddhaemerges as a hybrid b&havioursm and phenoemological inquiry. It
diverges from the conventional notion of an artwork as a discrete, portable, and
autonomous entity detached from its environmemilyealing instead its deep
interconnection with the unique characteristics of its surroundings avieviter. This
artwork envisionsheviewer as a collective community, moving beyond the framework
of isolated individuals engaging in a et@eone interaction with the piece. The essence

of Berlin Buddhais found in the collective experience it fosteris is not just about
individual reactims and interactions with the artwork, but about how the presence and

collective dynamics of the viewer contribute to and transform the art experience. When

124 Margrit Shildrick,Embodying the Monster: Encounters with the Vulnerable(Belfdon:
SAGE Publications Ltd, 2002)0.
125 |bid.
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the viewer gathes around the ash Buddha statue, their combined presence influences
the environmentaonditions, such as airflow arigesubtle vibrations of the exhibition

floor.

These changes, in turn, affect the rate a
illustrating the profound impact of communal presence on the artwork. This approach
chdlengesthe viewer to reconsider their roles, not merely as individuals within a

society, but as integral components of a broader human colleBgrén Buddha

orchestrates scenarios that encourthgesiewer to recogrse themselves as part of a

social aetity, fostering a temporary yet meaningful sense of community. This sense of
community, whether ephemeral or utopian, empoweesviewer to connect more

deeply with each other and the artwork imare profoundmore collective manner.

The experiencefdheviewer engaging witBerlin Buddhas greatlyinfluenced by the
awareness of the wor Bérg Buddhdinds its@dmpletiond i si nt e
in its shift from form to formlessness, compellithge viewer to grapple with the dual

realities ofthe sculpturé tangible presence and its eventual unshaped state as part of

their experience. This interaction with the artwork is imbued with a sense of
anticipation and awareness. theviewer witness the gradual transformation of the ash

Buddha, theyare confronted with a mix of emotions: the apprehension of withessing

the ash lose its sculpted form and the acceptance that this transition is an integral part

of the work. Severin Fowl esds concept of
demonstrated in th context:?® The transition from form to formlessness becomes a

poignant expression of this idea, emplagithe physicality of the aghpresence, even

126Severin Fowlesi Pe o p | e Wi t AndnthropclobyiohAbsen¢ani0): 2341.
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as it loses its defined shape. This experience of thes, is not a peripheral aspect of
the artwork but a central force that anchbiesviewer firmly in the present momeht.
The memory and understanding of the artw®rkransformation from form to
formlessness become integral paftthe viewing experience, offering a contemplative

reflection on the nature of form, presence, and impermanence.

This sense of loss experienctt the viewer experiencas the present inevitably
brings forth metaphysical meanings tied to Buddhist spirituality, especially given
BerlinBuddhé® s di r ect gsafesehcmg aBudaha statuearpisechapter does
not completely dismisthe metaphysical significationglany interpretations athe Ash
Buddhaseries focus on its display stage, wherthia viewer engagein meditative
observation, experiencing emotional subjectivity as the ash disintegrates. Indeed,
engaging the incense ash in a process of natural fallingforams the Buddha into an
unformed end product, suggesting the vulnerability of the physical body in accordance
with Buddhist beliefs. In particular, from the religious perspective, the uncontrollable
collapse of the massive form evokes the laws of karmmaarning the circle of life,
involving the passing of time and a continuous spiritual rebirth, as the ashes are
remoulded for future exhibition€® The Ash Buddha confounds the idea of a uniform,
stable identity, presenting instead a mutable subjeciglahtinuousy in the process

of selfredefinition!®*Seei ng the final processthef the
viewermay engendea similar religious consciousness about the conceptual reduction

of being to emptiness® Here, however, sense of emptiness does not mean a formalist

127 |pid.
122Wi nst on, ABuddhi st Resistance. 0
29N n a, ifAsh Works. o
1¥Nj na, fAsh Works. o
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perspective of nothingness. Rather, it entails a Buddhist assertion sélfentering a
kind of #Athird spac,e@hehfdendtestsensernfespacicausness ex per i

thatis experi@mced asomething positive, joyful, and creatit&.

While the spiritual significance of the work during its display is readily discewtet,

has been significantly overlookedtise potential for socipolitical critiquethatthe

display process oBerlin Buddhareveals Zhangés previous art pr
known as socially and politically engaged performances, involving nudity, blood, and
violence.65 Kilograms(1994, fig.19 s howcases Zhangoés naked &L
the ceiling with hidblood dripping down into a pan placed on a white cloth, suggesting

both Afragile and mingled identities, wand
abj ect i ons P3Hisdthdrash works ireledSanadBuilding(2007, fig.20)

illustrating apolitical and historical reflection on the collective efforts of building a

canal in reference to the industrial and agricultural reforms advocated by Mao during

1958 to 1960 Another isPagoda(2009, fig.21), which reveals political narratives

about theVenchuan earthquake shown through a taxidesdpig poking its head out

of a carved window of a beflhaped pagodd@hese botltontain strong socipolitical

reflections onChineserealities'®3| propose thaZhangdid not simplyabandonhis

engagement wh sociapolitical issues for anntological viewointdevoid of relevance

BiMar k Epstein, fASip My Oc@®addhaMikdimpt i ness as 1| ns

Contemporary Arteds, Laurie Anderson et al. (Berkeley, California: University of

California Press, 200434.

¥20ct avi o Zaya, fZhan @ilgiinageto:Sankagd®08k per Panic, 0

BBFor more detail s ab o utCanallBaildingées Zhang hluanyor ks, i nc

i St at e dhangHuan Blessing{New York: Pace Wildenstein, 20P8 Thefi

commentary oPagodaextends beyond a general observation of sociél itisa tenor

deemed politically acceptable by Chinese authoétiasd enters the controversial terrain of

critically assessing state policies and decisionsFor anal ysi s of the polit

revealed irPagodas e e Wi nst on, fiThe Buddhi st Resi st ance.
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to his earlier work, which was deeply sensitivestzietal problemsNor is this work

merely adisplayof his religious trajectoriesr a means to evokbe bodily sensations
of the material dynamics of incense aRlather,l suggesthat it is possible to garner
an alternative reading @fsh Buddhain which an implicit political mediation may be

inherent to its material configuratioh¥.

Existing schéarship has considered the dynamic movement of the disintegrating ash
Buddha and its religious interpretations, overlooking the relational presence of the
aluminous Buddha mould exhibited across from the ash Buddha. Interpreted as
reminiscent of the origad complete formit is, from a representational perspective,
read as manifesting the passing of life via disintegration from the perspective of
religious ideology. However, while tluminiummould represents a kind of causality,
stating where the ash Bdha @ame from, what the viewer experienced at the exhibition
was more of a juxtaposition bio forms,unstable and stahlthan their initial stage as

an integrated form where the incense asis infused in the aluminium mould. The
external form of thelaminium mould consists of various small concave silvery blocks,
presenting less as a smooth surface, giving more of a-ltkaiaffect (fig.22). The
contrast between the loose and fragile ash Buddha and the fixed and firm state of the
aluminiummould mg ultimately be seen & trivial or fragile entity versus a tough

and powerful unshakeableentity. When the monumental sacr&lddha statue
gradually collapses, the originally collective effortful work, in tuceases to be

detectable, while thaluminiummould remains standing.

134 Christian BergerConceptualism and Materiality: Matters of Art and Polititgiden:
Brill, 2019), 8 9.
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Purposefully placing two Buddha sculptures face to face dramatizes the visual effect,
establishing a visualontrast that is more antagonistic than harmonious. The mould has
already served the purpose of forming the shape of the ash Buddha, and Zhang could
have chosen not to exhibit it, or to place it in any other position, which might have
revealed its relevamecmore easily. As it is displaygldowever, the viewer is unable to

view the frontal appearance of both sculptures from the same angle. In order to see both,
and reake the causal relationship between the ash and its mould, the viewer would
need to move raund, or look back and forth. Set in a relatively independent
observational position, the arrangement intentionally creates a visual effect of antithesis.
The vewer wasexposed to two oppositional physical forms: one with a hollow interior
yet capable ofetaining its firm shape, versus one made of solidly packed ashes but
which is nevertheless unstable. This ambivalent placement is evident in later versions
of Ash Buddha, such &ydney Buddhdig. 15), where the mould had also had its head
purposefullyremoved and placed on the ground. The mould does not simply act as a
reference to the origins of the ash Buddha, but as an independent sculpture with

deliberately designed features, giving rise to strong comparative relations.

In Berlin Buddhathe viever is situated in a sensuous environment that may engender

a sense of loss of control and human frangibility as the collapsing ash statue faces the
monumental power of the foumetre tall mouleasstatue on the other side. The light,

solid status of the aminium Buddha, contrasted with the darkened, faded ash Buddha
may suggest the pointlessness of struggles and voices below the absolute power of the
state. Such unshakable power can determine or support human efforts and will, as seen

in the studio worked ¢ o | éndeavourty @eate the ash Buddha sculpéuiee
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process that will be explored further in this chaptget also possesses the power to

destroy, resulting in the disillusionment and the erasure of the human efforts invested

in achieving a goalni this instance, the resadition of an artwork for display at the

exhibition. Zhang also perceives that the performance process of ash Buddha sculpture

as embl emati c of ,awhAiacdl Ileeti neercpridtapsas
uselessness, action thgpln i n &% Tthis ambivadence hints at the potential of

political concerns deriving from or being complicit in a materialist aesthetic.

As s uc h Ash Bualdhga®&snot necessarily mark a complete departure from his

previous, socially engaged performanaesa bcus on the human condition continues

to be central to his conceptual framework As El ena stresses, Afro
performances associated with Beij-Scalegbs East
sculpture and paintings made of temple aspired by his devotion to Buddhism,

Zhang has set himself the ambitious task of plumbing the universal aspects of human

n at d%¥By composing incense ash through ambivalent arrangements, Zhang uses

the everchanging meanings of tihesh Buddhé s mkityt, te nespand socipolitical

realities. Commenting on the suppression of state control over individual will, as well

as utopian dreams of a harmonious society put forward by the nation revealed through

ontological strategies, gives social meaning ediscursive roles of incense ash.

Although the work seems to emphasise experiencing the artwork in the present and the

spiritual or sociepolitical response elicited in the materially embodied process of the

BBaFRefl ections on Ash, o 23.
136 |hid., 29.
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wor kés display, it BRedireBuddmab® @aemess.adihbppeep
Current scholarly discussions often accentuate this aspect, but it is crucial to question
whether the work solely seeks to offer transitory solutions in the immediate context.

This inquiry becomes particularly pertiien when considering Zhan:
incense ash over other fine particles like sand or clay, which could similarly enable a
performative effect. Zharig selection of incense ash suggests a deliberate focus on the
transformed and dislocated nature of thetemal, rather than merely underscoring the
artworkoés ephemer al i theyviewerfssesisindt mecebsarityshe gl anc
rawness of incense ash that immediately recalls its presence in temples, but the present
phenomenon of a sculptural entitydynamic movement. Unlike incense ashes lying

formlessly scattered on the temple floor, what Asth Buddhaepresents upothe

vi ewer 6s first encounter is devoid- of rel e

burning process.

However, the encouet with the ash Buddha sculpture brings an immediate sensory
experiencd the smell of incense. Akeviewer approaobstheash Buddha sculpture,

the incensaromasubtly envelops them, triggering a multisensory experience. While
the visual aspect of thash may initially obscure its origins, the scent unmistakably
identifies it as incense ash, apgoduct of burned incense sticks. This redlon adds

depth to the viewés understanding of the artwork, as it brings the transformation of
the ash from aeremonial object to a component of a contemporary art piecéocus

This scent can evoke a range of emotions and memories, perhaps recalling personal
experiences in temples or other spiritual settings. For many, the smell of incense is
intrinsically linked to rituals, meditation, and a sense of trahityil

In particular, during the exhibitida launch the viewer wasinvited to engage more
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directly with the artwork by burning incense sticks and inserting them into the cracks
of thealuminiumBuddhamould, whichsubtly infornmedtheviewer that the ash Buddha
sculpture is composed of incense abhis encounterwould provoke an immediate
realisation, pronpting the viewer to contemplate the extensive and intricate process
involved in transforming the onaendistinguishedncense ash intthis form This
realisation not only heightens curiosity about the matésiglurney to its current state,

but also connects thei ve we r more intimately with t
narrative and the displayed sculpture as a temporary state that is part of the process of
its becoming. Thus, the focus shifts from the transient nature of the exhibition to the
makingprocesses thaot only contributed to, but are also closely tied to, the artiwork

performance of disintegration during the display stage.

Trajectories of Buddhism and Buddhistresonance®f incenseash for Zhang
Before looking at the production of the work itself, it is necessary to ask where the
incense ash came from, the material specificity of incensmash ango6s cr eat i
what physical qualities and traditional meanings incense ash and its previous physical
form as incense cafrlt was when Zhang moved back to China from the United States
in 2005 that incense ash became one of his main materiasgi&iic creation. It first
drew Zhangodés attention when he visited
noticed that the ashes covering the temple floor was the result of people spending hours

praying for their wishet come trugburning incense abey did s>’

The Longhua Temple is one of the most representative religious sites in Shanghai,

shaping the surrounding urban environment.

B’Nji na, fAsh Works. o
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religious buildings vanished after 1949, a few Buddhist sites (such as¢hé imm and
Longhua temples) remain, having received government protection as cultur&sites.

Rather than remaining as traditional Buddhist strusiutbese temples were
reconstructed tdnold a plurality of functions capable of providing a unique cultural
experience for tourist as well asproviding generic place of worship for both

Buddhists angbeople of other faithdt is thus both a monastic and profane complex in

the urban fabric. According to Francesca Tarocco, Buddhism in Shanghane&as

i f o rabte] etlectic, and adaptabl@® These buildingsiow act as an urban utopia
against the illness of society, providing
out famine relief work, attempt to prevent natural calamities, and offer medical aid to

those wounded in the waté°

Z h ang 6 gocalleécbincense ash in temples around Shanghai maynhpbe due

to him being a Shanghai resident, but may also relate to the dimension of religious

pl aces in Shanghai t hat andt édigruadt as, @i r enlait g ic
which enables the witnessi%zahangdescibesmaen peopl
such occasiomf withnessing and how, to him, t he praying
entered another state of mind, as though they twgrep n o £4% Te Zhdng, dhe scene

i mbued incense ash with a particul ar mat e |

138 There were around 300 Buddhist buildings in Shanghai before 1949. For details about the
hi story of Buddhist buildings in Shanghai, see
BuddhistSpat i al Tact i ldasdbdok of Beligiomandhtiei Asian City:n
Aspiration and Urbanization in the Twerrst Century ed., Peter van der Veer (Oakland,
CA: University of California Press, 201%0-112
1391bid., 39.
140 pid., 39.
141bid., 45.
¥2Zhang Hu@ nZhandgiHuanhAsheds, Harry Blain and Graham Southern
(London: Haunch of Venison, 2008).
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fulfilment of millions of hopes, dreams and blessintfs

Although Zhang had not used incense ash in his art before his discoverizamgjneia

Temple, his sudden interest in incense ash is not accidental, but closely associated with

his developing perceptions of Buddhism. From his teenage years of worshiping Buddha

to offering prayers for deceased relatives during Chinese NewBaddhismhas been
aconsistenpart of the artigs life!**He r ecal |l s: @AWhen | was yout
temple with my family and light incense and pray to Buddha. Even though at the time

| didndét really wunder st an & Aithough histearvas al r
performance works already reflected some of his spiritual and meditative ®eliefh

asl12 Square Metergl994, fig.23), which shows the stoic and meditative endurance

of Zhangdés naked body sitt i nagtoilation&iine,d i n f i
as a commerdn the abject conditions of everyday éféhey are more concerned with

societal issues and the relationship between the self and the body than.religio

Upon his return to China i n 2dke Sddentyowever,
changed to objedtased practices, often revealing a strong religious consciousness.
Troubled by fia growing sense of di sl ocat i

Zhang felt the need to build close connections to Chinese traditions eyohreb as

toreconnect with his native culture, as fdndtra
143 pid.
Al essia Daisy Lai, fABuddhist I nfluences in Ch

with Contempor ary SationiUeitengitaCa FOsbha ¥enezia, ¥enibd, s ser t
2020), 48.
145 Elena Guenazhang Huan, RebirtfiMilan: Project B Contemporary Art, 2009).
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nationbés spirit. Body and spirit form the
full speed now, but ¢ an n¥twithathisaambitous i t s b c
perception and with the folk Buddhist culture and spirituality that had accompanied him
since childhood, Zhangos return to China
progressive performance art towards religimspired practices, and he offitlia

became a lay follower of Tibetan Buddhism in 266/&hang became interested in

Buddhism not only because it brings feelings of tranquillity and peace, but also because

it helps him to better understand the relationship between cause and*fesicepts
expressed in Tibetan Buddhism share simil
artistic creations. In his view, the idea of karma within the cycle of life shares significant
similarities with the causandeffect process. Karma, with its capscto deliver

exactly what each worshiper deseeagod or bad governs every facet of life.

Zhang believes that Buddhism equips us to navigate through hardships as effectively

as a fAndragon swi mmi®ng against the current.

Itisduet 0o Zhangodés Buddhist faith that he is abl
to religious iconography and objects. His use of incense ash is motivated by its symbolic

significance as a compound of collective spiritual messages. Zhang explains ihat

YMi all, ALike A Phoenix Risingo; For Zhangots e
AZhang Huan: After Ni rMagicoParadisex | DY elwan ArtiLifee Begi ns,
Space, ed. Mi Qiu (Beijing, China: BPG Artmedia Co., Ltd., 2015).

147Wu Hung,Zhang Han Studio: Art and Labdr ] (Guilin:
Guangxi Normal University Press, 2009), 133.

148 Elena GenuaZzhang Huan: AshmagMilan: PAC and 24 ORE Cultura, 2010), 17.
“YDai sy Lai, fABuddhist Influences, o0 48.
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sensitive to waste materials |like incense &
in the case of incense ash, refteback on the prayerghey carrywith them the

Acol |l ective me mo r i e® embodiedeira the ocesdpirning n d Wi s h
process®®*I n Zhangdés view, incense ash is regar
incenseburning event, nor as a concrete representation of the physicality of incense
ashdéds materi al factuality, but rather as a
and spiritual narrativesiTo some, ash seems useless and insubstantial; it is a short

lived witness to human spirituality and spiritual practice. To me, it carries unseen
sedimentary residue, and tremendous human data about the collective and individual

subconscioug®!

The entity of incense ash is here considered as a medium or agency that carries

collective messages:

As artists and as individuals, we select materials as mesaagers to reconnect

with the spiritual world outside of our everyday lilacense burning touches

and awakens the spiritual impulse embedded deeply in our subconscious.
Therefore, the ashes produced already possess a great deal of potential for
connecting the human with the spirituaf.

Incense ash is thus elevated to the t i o n o {fcarrirmiaowisgabgyend its
association with the object itself and evolving into a conceptual interpretation imbued
with i1ideological significance. This reminc

medium is the messagawhich stresseshat the message is carried or channelled

9Zhango6s i nter viZzhawHwiStudiog48 Hung,
BIMi al |, ALi ke A Phoenix Rising.oOo
2Zhango6s i nt ezhang Huan Studictdh Wu
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through the mediun®®>A The messageodo of any medium is ft
or pattern that it i'tHow ohd contensof thenntessagh u ma n ¢
brings about new ideas is as important as thensgaough which ideas are perceived.

The interrelationships between the medium and message implies that incense ash does

not have fAcontento until it is used to con
to be a communicative agency or indicatoatherthan an objective forth connecting

the human with thdivine.

However, are the values associated with incense ash necessarily determined by the
artistés own perception, and directly tran
trying to understand themeaning and significations involved &sh Buddhacurrent
scholarship (such as Nina and Huangsheng) F
that incense aspossesses sacred essencand tendsto interpret the work as a

symbolic reflection on Buddhidieliefsfrom an idealistic perspective. These studies

tend to take Zhangodés words as holding inte
actual production and display of the work itself, as well as the materialities of incense

and incense ash.

Therole ofincenseash in Buddhism

One particular neglected fact is that incense ash is priaayart historian Mary

Bittner Wiseman describé®dt he Aphysi cal evidence of the
BMcLuhan, AThe Medium is Itself the Message. 0
154 1bid.
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of ferings i n BThdspihtuaksipificaneenopabhéssnoré of a personal

story in which the ash bec osaens®Imfacfi met ony m
incense and incense ash are materials commonly seen in contemporary Chinese daily

life. Their uses are diverse and widespreau] they se imbuedwith a different

meaning depending on t he uslethebcentextaofther st and i
present study, s necessary téirst examine the immanent nature of incense ash and

its previous form as incense in a broader historicalauidiral context, outside the

artistic sphere.

Historically, incense is an important element in Chinese Buddhist ritual ceremonies. Its
usages for religious purposes emerged in China during the late Zhou Dynasty (1046
256 BCE) and early Qiynasty (221207 BCE), and has played a prominent role in
Buddhist ritual practices since the Han dynasty @C& 220CE), when the Emperor

Wu of Han (14187 BCE) began to expand the territories to Central A¥itncreasing
international trade importeaifeign aromatic herbs from Southeast Asia and India to
China,which increased incenggoduction and wes Incense burning as part of rituals
was populasged wnder the Tang dynasty (61807 CE), when Buddhism was elevated

to state religiort>® The Buddhist pactice of using incense reached its height in the Song

Dynasty (9001200CE) and has been continuously practiced until the prégent.

155\WisemanA Grand Materialism77.

156 1bid.

157 Fu JingliangChinese Incense Cultufe ] Qi'nan: Qilu press, 2008), preface, 3.

BFu, ATimes of prosperity: complefied in Sui an
Chinese Incense Culture

Fu, AFragrance in |l anes: flourisHied in Song a

Chinese hcense Culture
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The ancient tradition of burning incense in Buddhist temples strengthens feelings of
spirituality and initiates therelgi ous rite and prayer. Jean [
of worship is more fundamé®in Bubtdhistterms, t he of
burning incense facilitates communication with ancestors and spirits, keeps the
worshipper away from evil spirits, and brings hdpdncense is a vital component for
theworshippeés interaction with deitie¥? For Zhang, both ancieand contemporary
rituals use incense as fa mediator between
while its burning brought the believer closer to ancestors and spirits, quelled their fears

and engendered hope andanghowr a&dgd e swhiglse al
fortunetelling, dealing with bad omens and funeral rites would be incomplete without

the burnin®% of incense. 0

The significance of incense relies on its symbolic manifestations, whereby it acts as a
material objectification of immaterial deities. Fabio Rambelli and Eric Reinders state
t hat Buddhists often Atheoriseod wusef i gi ous
which are fAmateri al objects and entities d

and furnish the material space where sentient beings living the Six Destinations and

160 JeanElizabethDebernardiThe Way that Lives in the Heart: Chinese Popular Religion and
Spirit Mediums in Penang, MalaysiRedwood City: Stanford University Press, 20@),
161 The burning of incense is both a collective and individual practice. This essay does not
explore the collective use of incense by Buddhist (official or voluntary) associations (e.g.
Buddhist Association of China), which practice the ceremonies taking atacnd the
incense burner in different ways, including worshipping deities by burning incense, and
performing sacrifices. This essay focuses instead on the common practice of the individual
burning incense as part of Buddhist rituals. For details abheutdtwork of incense burner
associations, sé&c ot t Habkirk and Hsun Chang, iScent s,
Traditional OvaierraleReligion B (2D1F)l6diB8., o
1825cott,AS ¢ e N17G , O
83Zhang, @l ntAshedsWHarty and Graham. n
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buddhas | ive®™ amdenospeerias e.icdacralised thr ot
idnction[s] as $%Suchisacraksatianl is achiefed thiougly an. 0
immediate idealistic experience that manifests values in religious objects, kut also

and primarily through the diverse practical activities undertaken during their
productonand operation phases. Rambell i ds onto
objects suggests that dealing with Buddhism does not simply involve a densariali

approach, without support of material substrata in doctrines and fitba@lse use of

religousd j ect s constantly Arequires some KkKind

many of which have been specifically designed and manufactured in order to play a

rol e i n Bu d¥% Btudgirig the significancecoé religious objects does not

me a assod@t/ing]Buddhi st materiality with only 1ico
rather to involve Avarious manual activiti
actually prd®uce an object. o

This is particularly true with incense: the previous phydarah ofincense ash. Incense
takes a variety of forms, most commonly sticks, powders, coils, and cones. Each type
is burned and operatddr offeringsin a similar way, and the different forms speak to
different practical needs. The stick is probably thesmfrequently used forrby
individuals in Buddhist temples. It requires massduction of raw materials and then

the fine product of a stick. The incense stick is made of aromatic biotic materials, such

as agarwood, sandalwood, patchouli, and vetiwdrich are thencombined with

164 Fabio Rambelli, and Eric ReindeBuddhism and Iconoclasm in East Asia: A History
(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014), 7.
165 |bid., 8.
166 Fabio RambellifiMateriality, Labor, and Signification of 8eed Objects in Japanese
Buddhism¢ Journal of Religion in Japa6.1 (2017):3
187 bid., 4
168 |bid., 9, 12.
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flammable binding materiaf§® These are selected not jugth consideration of their
flammability, but also of their particular capacities of diffusing special fragrances and
timekeeping potentidi’® The natural materials appwdered or granulated with a pestle
and mortar, and then pastegethemwith a sticky and incombustible binder comprised

of potassium nitrate and water. The finished product is shaped into a firm, solid stick
that allows for smooth burning with a subfiagrancelndeed, theChinese word for

incensg( ) alsome ans i fomdicgtingarpleasant aroma that helps engender

the relaxed, tranquil mood of being in harmony with nature, and réaeyorship a

deity. The fragrance of the burning incenseksti@s a purposefully manufactured
characteristic, as the spread of the holy smoke provides a purifying environment for
promising habits, emitting a pleasant scent in the air. This sensuous experience is ideal
for preventing negative qualities and evil gpiwithin oneself to reach the pure self

within.

Another activity involved in the making of value of the incense in Buddhism is its
practical use among worshippéf$The presentation dheincense stick is oftepart
of individual acts of offerings. During the praying process, worshippers light the

incense sticks with fire, then wave or elevate them over their heads while kneeling in

189Virendra Kumar Yadav,etafil ncense and I ncense Sticks: Type
and Their Religious Beliefs and Importance ambngf f e r e n t JoRmllofiBpi ons, 0
Innovation9 (2020): 1420
170 Some calibrated incense sticks are also used as a timekeeping device for meditation. Some
incensestick manufacturers therefore print the estimated duration of burning on the external
packagng. For details, see Silvio A. Bediflihe Trail of Time: Time Measurement with
Incense in East Asi@CambridgeCambridge University Press, 19981 92.
1711t should be noted that, apart from its monastic ritual use, incense is also widely used in tea
culture, and in medicine as early as the late Zhou. For details, see Joseph Needham with Lu
Gwei-Djen, Spagyrical Discovery and Invention: Magisteries of Gold and Immoygléyt 2
of vol. 5 (Taipei: [Honggiao Bookstore], 1975); C. Pierce Salgu&uwddhism and
Medicine: An Anthology of Premodern Sour@éew York: Columbia University Press,
2017).
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front of the plaque of deity or ancestor. The burning incense sticks are then placed
vertically in individual censers situated at the front of the statue or plaques, either

individually or in groups of three.

The incense stick ighus both professionally manufactured and practically used in

Buddhism, which is significarfori t s A me twanegdnior s ywtbeorlelbcy v al
the materi al presence exists only Adirect]|
as what Rambel describes as fia space of
that of sentient beings, the only dimensidmere an exchange between the profane and

the sacred ¥ahe adivitigseof ppduetioneanddoperation provides an

affective and experiential dimension to the incense stick, of which sacralisation is

achieved through the actusit i o n o finteréictionsnaach forms of access to

individual™conscience. 0

Rambelli provides an alternative way of understanding the signification of sacred

objects in Buddhism from the perspective of materiality, empihgshuman activities

that direct attention y@nd their hermeneuticahndto their material, valueHe does

not, however mention the capacities dheo b j e c t s iy, whibhywsuldalaol

includethe actuabation of their functionality. This is particularly true of the incense

stick used by Buddhi st s. Apart from their
lighting them with fire and handling the ash while prayitngir fundamental material

nature consistitheir own physical capacity to evolve from the concrete stick into

ashes. Unlike most other religious objects in Buddhism, such as thed Rorjaual

172 bid., 4 5.
173 1bid., 18.
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scepter symbading the indestructible properties of a diamond and the irresistible force
of a thunderblbd and the Kemah a decorative metal plaque used in Japanese
Buddhist rituals, both of which largely relgn human manipulation or simply remain
static for ritual decoratiah the incense stick changes dynamically during its burning
stages. Its dynamic, chging status is not only reflected in the praying process, but it
continues to burn out naturally and without human manipulation, due to its inherent
flammability. It therefore haa relatively autonomous agency, capable of enacting a
physical evolution. Cmpared with most religious objects in Buddhism, incense sticks

are transient objects whose value decreases as they burn out.

Current research on the materiality of incense sticks in Buddhism tend to esaphasi
their capacity to release a fragrant holy smdttkat serves to calm people and create
sensuous experiences. Less noted is the dynamic nature of the incense stick as a
transformative agency in itself, and its consequential material effect of ash production.
Indeed, incense ash is not strictly a religiabject, but more of an eqpdoduct of the
physical properties of the incense stick. Incens@ astsentially a waste proddct

holds neither functionalsenor recognised sacred significaniceBuddhist rituals and

doctrinestypically beingtreated asnere leftovers to be discardeafteruse

| argue that it is precisely its status as waste material that has endowed incense ash with
agenti al possibilities within a new value
of a cultural stage df | i mi, rBanhbelltapd Reinders propose ttiewaste object

is notapermanent and fixed form ahentity, but a temporary phase and material status

in the dlife YPprae 0i bda tdfe tolbg eftlti.f ed of a

174 Rambelli,lconoclasm196.
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restricted to human action, but interprets objects accordifgntaverall process with
successive i nve'® Obeeta tusedoifi Buddhismu @ften. involve

transforming raw materials into dinla objects imbued with sacred meantfjThis

does not mean that the raw material held its Buddhist value prior to its transformation

into religious use, but rather that it temporaalquired a sacred essenedich isa

preliminary stage before it isify sanctified and integrated into religious practidas.

the same vein, waste products | ike incens
structures of meaning, accumul ated’” at rand
Typically abandoned aftersue , t hey mapyr oanlod e dbe dideet o th
disposability!’®* The obj ecto6s disposable nature proc
rediscovery and transformation into a new ontological status imbued with new

phenomenological features.

The significance f Zhangés use of incense ash does n
but rather in his reimagining of a presupposed valueless object as a material
possession adgential potential. This material was not a coincidentally and randomly

selected materaindependent from established value systems, but chosen from
Zhangbés awareness of its previously neglec
practices, coupled with a desire to explore its hidden capacities for active participation

in artistic prodution. This, to some extent, aligns witBuddhist concept of
impermanence and the cyclical nature of existence, suggesting that materials, much like

living beings, undergo multiple forms and transformations. Viewing ash as part of this

175 |bid.
178 bid.
7 bid., 195.
178 |bid., 196.
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cycle introduces tha&lea that it carries a legacy of past life forms and potential for

future incarnations. This resonates with the Buddhist notion of rebirth and
transformation, wherein ash may be seen not just as an endpoint but as a component of

a continuum, a bridge bete®e past and future manifestatioBsscovering that the ash

is normally processed as garbage, this HAus
Zhang fda profound s%itserecsdly incemsprsentd sa mdu npi t
functionalityo that enabl es it to undergo
beyond’®®Zhangés sensitivities towards the phys

of its material agency have been largely overlooked.

Unlike the fine, pufied structure of the incense stick, incense ash is loose, impure,
darkened, and changeable. It is an unstable material with indeterminate movements,
which, due to its lightveight, is sensitiveto environmental conditions. As Zhang notes,

A[ as h] ilé smateaal, demsiive to external conditions and easily perishable
[é ]0.2%%In the Ash Buddhaseries, the modality of incense ash is different from the
form it takesin templeswhere it holdsa lighter, finer, firmer, cemedike form. If it

had not beeronstructed into a BuddHie sculpture and people who are not present

cannot smell the fragrance, it may not have recalled Buddhist sensibilities at all.

V. The making-process

Awake to the special val ue of I ncomnse ash

temples in and around Shanghai was a primary fégtananifesting the materialities

Zhang, dAlntroduction. o
180 Rambelli,Iconoclasm198.
181 Flena,Rebirth
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of Berlin Buddha Zhang worked closely with Buddhist communities in over twenty
temples, communicating the intentions of his project and soliciting supBdks
examined above, Zhang invested the preoualueless incense ash with meaniag

the carrier of spirituality. The continuous collection of incense ash is symbolically also
a collection of spiritual desire$€® Describing his collecting experience&hang

highlights the sensuous power that incense ash conveys:

When | firstly invited the incense ash from the Jingan Temple to the studio,

there was no language that can express my feeling. My colleague and | were
kneeling before t heashamde.me §leeglessTahde power
sentimental. | work with countless spirits everydy.

Zhang endows the ash with the power to transform into a contertliadintity,

embedded within his personal experience iarabllective prayer.

It should, however, be ted that the actual productive processintheincense ash for

the Buddhavasnot done by the artist himself, but through a labotensive process
involving his studio assistants who repetitively transported ash to the studio from
various locations. Tis involved the repetitive and physically demanding task of
transporting incense ash from multiple temples in and around Shanghai to the studio.
The complexity of this process was further amplified in preparations for international
exhibitions in locationsuch as Berlin, Sydney, Florence (2018), and Miami (2019).
These overseas exhibitions required the transportation of substantial quantities of ash

from China, involving intricate logistics, international shipping, and adherence to

182 pid.
183\Wu, Studiq 131.
184 pid.
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customs regulations.

In executing this task, Zhaégjassistants engaged in constant physical interaction with
the incense ash, involving its collection, movement, and preservation. The collection
phase was particularly meticulous, involving the careful extraction of incen$eas
temple incense burners while respecting the practices and spévesemplesndeed,
handling fully burnt ash was a delicate process as the fine padiej@®ne to dispers

in air. The assistantsvere obligedto employ greatcaution to mininse loss and
maintain cleanliness. The physical effort and attention to detail needed in this process
underscore the material properties of the incens® dshexture, weight, and the space

it occupied Here, ncense ash was not a passive material butl@tenecessitated and
shaped théabourprocess. The physical demands and toll on the assistants were direct
consequences of the @simaterial characteristics. In this way, the incense ash exerted
its agential force, influencing the actions and deciswithe humariabouers and

marking its presence through the physical demands of the work.

Accordingto Wd who Vvi sited Zhangoés sZhamgiHean an d
Studio: Art and Labof ], documenting many details of the
makingprocesses of his artwoksafter being collected and then moved into the studio,

the incense ash underwent an extensive transformation process, driven by the need to

achieve a uniform physical quality suitable for artistic {¥8nitially, the collectedash

185\Wu Hung,Zhang Huan Studio: Art and Labpr ] (Guilin:
Guangxi Normal University Press, 2009).
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displayed a wide array of shapesjours, thicknesses, and impurities, reflecting the
varied degrees of combustion it had underg§h&o refine the quality of the ash, it
was subjected to a continuous burning process, lasting one to two months, in olil
barrels!®’ This stage was crucial in transforming the ash into a fine, homogeneous
powder, particularly as much of it still contained umed parts of incense sticks

identifiable by their stickike shapes.

The conditions in the burning room were challenging, marked by intense heat and
smoke that significantly impacted the working environmé&hthe workers had to
endure theskightempeatures for prolonged periods, which was physically demanding.
To make matters even more taxingpe tair was laden with fine ash particles,
necessitahg the use of protective geaincluding masks or respiratorgéo prevent
inhalation. Navigating this smgk heated environment required extra caution,
especially when handling the burning barrels and managing th&iadhility would

be somewhatreduced, and the workers needed to be vigilant to maintain safety and

efficiency.

This process demanded not oplyysical resilience but also adaptability. The workers

had tocontinuouslyadjust to the changing conditions of the room and the evolving state
of the ash. Their interaction with the material was dynamic, requiring ongoing
adaptation to both the ashprogerties and the environmental challenges posed by the

burning process.

188 |pid., 131 135; 272 274.
187 bid.
188 |pid., 271 279.
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Following this secondary burning phase, the ash still exhibited varying shapes and
colours, but the prolonged exposure to heat had hompegits physical propertie&®
The goal was not just to burn away impurities but to convert the raw, heterogeneous

ash into a fine and powdery substance.

The next stage involved the workers meticulously processing the ash. This task required

them to classify the ash based oncitéour, texture, and the specific requirements of

the artwork. The incense ash, now receeghias a complex material, demandeeftar

categosat i on due to its diverse forms. A worKke
process as extremely challenging, noting that the ash often contained additional
materials like the packaging paper of incense sticks, binders, oil content, sésk co

praying cloths, and Buddha figures. To sort the humecoleur variations, workers

used small spoons, indicating the precision required in this pfise.

Once the different qualities of ash were separated, a particularly fine anddighied

variant was chosen for the ash Buddha sculpture. This selected ash was then subject to
a careful mixing process with gluecatical stepfor altering its texture and properties.
Zhang and his team embarked on a series of methodical experiments to deteemine t
optimal ratio of glue to ash. They prepared several cofatres of ash, each batch
sourced from different temples and possessing distinct textures. dliséiset ash
samples were then mixed witlfferentamounts of gluewith the aimto observe and

compare the diverse effects each combination produced. This experimental phase was

1891 bid.
1901bid., 272.
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crucialfor understanding how the ash behaved with the glue, with some mixtures taking

on a stiff, cemenlike consistency, while others resembled loosegedatarth®*

Each variation of the ash and glue mixture was sceatinto assess its physical
characteristics and suitability for the sculpture. Factors such as structural integrity,
texture, and sculptability were key considerations in finding the bglaince between
viscosity and looseness. The final selectiowbich ash mixturevas to be usefibr the
Buddha sculpture wasade with some deliberatioBhang sought a degree of viscosity
that gave the impression of a firm, clilye form, thatyet retaned an intrinsic fragility,
making the sculpture seeta be perpetually on the verge of collapse. This careful
calibration of the ash and glue mixture was not just a technical requirement but a crucial
artistic choice, reflecting the delicate balance leemv stability and transience that

characteses the ash Buddha sculpture.

I n addition to precise glue propmastions,
achieved through technique akin to the tamping of cemétdaving the righglue-to-

ash ratio was ssential forgettingthe right compactness and looseness when poured

into the mould. Rather than using a complete Buddha mould, Zhang chose to create a

piece mould, constructing the Buddha layer by layer, with the processed ashes poured

and tamped into each layer (fig4),'°reinforcing both thickness and solidity. The

91 For details of cube experiments, $es://v.youku.com/v_show/id_XNzk5NjY4Mjlw

03:56 04:45.

Chen Bohan, interview for PAC di Mi | ano, Lugl
video, 5:33, posted by 240RECultura, 2013, acces&&k8ember, 2021,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BJUdMgQMB&90 4:02.
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mould was openedyar by layer, from the top to the bottom, before being reconstructed

at the opposite end of tlexhibition space. The surface of the ash Buddha is smooth,

as if made of clayits inner granular texture visiblenty when itbegnsto collapseas

can be see atthe head of the Buddha (fi@5). Several salient points are evenly
distributed over the head, though some of these have already disintegrated. The middle
and lower parts of the sculpture (fig6) clearly show the wrinkles of the cloth the
Buddha wees, andthe viewer can easily distinguish different textures between the

smooth body and wrinkled cloth.

Throughout these makifgrocesses, the interactions between the incense ash and the
workers were not merely mechanical but involvetl e  w aleegergageraent with

the changing states diie ash. The entire procgsencompassing burning, sorting,
mixing with glue, carving into the mouldnd eventually opening the moéldequired

the workers to constantly adapt and respond to the vasyates of the ash

The burning stage, for instance, transformed thé&astysical properties, necessitating

the workers to adjust their approach tloe subsequent stages. Similarly tire sorting

phase, attention to detail was crucial as the varied texturesaodis of the ash

affected its applicability to different parts of the sculpture. The mixing stage, involving

the ash and glue, was an exercise in trial and error, requiniafucaxperimentation

with ratios to achieve the right balance of viscosity and the preservation of fise ash

innate fragility. As the process progressed to carvingrandld n g , t he worker
interactiors with the ash required even greater finesse. Theth@&ysh responded to

mouldng and carvin§ whether it maintained cohesion or showed signs of
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crumbling® guided the workers in how much pressure to apply. They had to carefully

balance the force used to shape the ash, avoiding any excessive handlinglhat mig

lead to disintegrationThe @eningof the mould was a critical and delicate phase,
showcasing the sculpturebés transient natur
with the utmost precision and gentleness, as any hasty or incautious movement risked

causing the sculpture to collapse.

Throughout these stages, the incense ash emerged not just as a passive material but as
an active collaborator, constantly influencing the decisions, techniques, and actions of
Zhang and his team. Teaterial agency aheincense ash was evident in the way it
steered the makingrocess, necessitating ongoing vigilance, adaptation, and careful
handling by those involved. This dynamic and reciprocal process underscored the
ontological importance of the incense ash, positig it as a collaborator in the artistic
endeavourshaping and being shaped by the human efforts and decisions, and thus

playing a crucial role in the creation of tAeh Buddhaculpture.

What renders this makifngrocess a unique experimental site of humamamehuman
interrelation i s Zhangos i nvol vement of
craftsmanship and art academies, whom he permits to explore their own styles and ideas
underhisdirection.Having estabsheda large studio in a Shanghai suburb on his return

to China, Zhangbés work is <creatéeuioin coll
manager Fang Weal e s ¢ r i b esudidaknaore gf @ &factoryd, considering its

employment of different divisions tdbourers, including woodworkers and art students,
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as well as its scale and departmental systém.

Speaking of his studio, Zhang rejects comparisons to artists such as Jeff Koons, whose

work was completed by a private company for assedidy productia, underhis

strict instructiong®*l n contrast to Zhangoscapi@ofcepti on
spirits, many studio workers do not adhere to Buddhist beliefsee incense ash more

as a raw material for further artistic manipulatié?isThis lack of predetermined, pre

existing meaningef the ash allowdthe makingprocess to remain productively open

ended for the workers. They engdde a morereciprocal relationship with the ash,

focusing on its immediate material effects and the embodied experience it provided,

rather than seeking to fit into preconceived conceptual frameworks.

This might connect us to another study caggch will be examned inChapter 6He

X'i a n gGpla Breject which also employsabourintensive processes involving a

team of workers, masaway from the notion of the artist as the sole author of the
artwor k. Il n Hebs project, t h eweperlangele s s 1 nv «
unfamiliar with the world of artmaking, and their engagement focused more on
executing tasks (though the tagskemselvesvere more imaginative in nature than

productive labour), rather than contributing creatively to the development of gnakin

strategies. These workers were not informed about the artistic context of their labour,

leading to a unique embodied experience charaeteby surprise and anxiety, yet also

a sense of freedom from the typical constraints of labour in capitalist piaduic

193\Wu, Studiq 561 65.
1941bid., 57 8.
198 pid., 271 9.
126



contrast, Z h a n gailia Buddhaergageds spetiakd wotkérse with
experience in artmaking or craftwork. They were encouraged to bring their own
thoughts and creativity to the process, actively participating in the development of
artistic strategies and methods. This resulted in a different experience for the workers,
who found their traditional crafting skills taughtknowledgeechniquessuch as those

used in ceramics or clay work, less applicatdhencreating the ash Buddha $uure.

Despite encountering unfamiliar methods and materials, their extensive artistic
experience and knowledge enabled them to intuitively explore and discover new
potential forms with the incense ash. The process becomes one of intuitive exploration
for the workers, a blend of assimilation and differentiation. They devise operational
strategies that embrace heterogeneity and otherness while maintaining a degree of self
reflective detachment. This dynamic interplay between the professional art waordters a

the evolving states of the incense ash reveals the incensepaséntial to facilitate

both unity and variation, while also opening an affective spacenthatjates the
balance between personal attachment and detachment. The artwork thus embodies a
monumental scale of incense ash, enriched by the intensigpad; which addsa

uni que Aspeci al strength and i nt egtes,i tyo
the use of raw materials by Chinese artists like Zhang Huan underscores that power
does not reside in inanimate matter itself but emerges through our transformative

labouss, both individually and collective?®

This artmakingprocessof the Berlin Buddhais also reminiscent of Buddhist

¥Tr evor TS mintstH ,orfmat iThedllude af Mattersed;., Wu Hung and
Orianna Cacchione (Chicago: Smart Museum of Art, The University of Chicago, 2019), 75.
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meditation practices. Mary Jane Jacob argues that artistic creation is similar to the

practice of Buddhism in that the process ofraaking is of greater value than the end

product itself. An emphasis on processl dhe shifting, changing status of the work

allows the artist to fistay open%Beiog what vy
openmi nded in the process filiberates subsequ
a creation of more meanings and more pdrcepo 1 Fhisoinsight parallels the

Buddhist practice of meditation, which is not just about knowledge or learning, but

requires a&ontinuougractice of awareness to maintain an astute and open mind while

evolving in a state of becoming. Wheru st ai ni ng a practice, @Athe
t he mat e t% Samilarlyf to tetmartdaking evolve in a process without a
designated outcome all ows the artist At o mc
t hi s pP¥Atstecondinuduyeract activities of the mind
aims and come to know t he %®lsistespoeessiofe f or e kK
t he far tin-nsat kdisn gndi ntdh a t both has parallels w

creation?%?

As could be seen at theunch of theBerlin Buddhdfig. 16) , despite Zhangos
to maintain the stabilitpf the statudy supporting the face, the right arm had already
collapsed This wasdue tothe uncontrollability and unpredictability of the constructed

material The artistwas not, then,in full control of the display, just as the making

¥"Mary Jane Jacob, MBuddha Mihden C8raempoeary Adds, Laurie , 0 i n
Anderson et al. (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 20@&4%),
198 John DeweyExperience and Natur@ew York: W. W. Norton, 1925), 37fuoted in
Mary Jane Jacoll, The Art of Li vi ng: ,0TheNem(20D2¢28®y 6 s Art Le
Jjamb, ASpace of Art, o0 166.
200 |bid.
201 |bid.
202 1bid.
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process of th&erlin Buddhawas not achieved through a prior design determining the

exact strategies of each phasdatsfmaking. Instead, the experimental nature of the

process imolved adamtons and adjustments of the material conditions and
phenomena at each phase of productioms dtworkb s qu al i t gantbuEbepr esenc
said tolie in the actual collecting and labouring processt®making, as well as in
Zhang s nd the workerso6 correspondbieloping, ment al

unstable states of the incense ash.

We can thus posit thathe ash Buddha sculpture is notethesult of random
arrangements of flexible materiagtoordoess t onl y acti vate the art.yv
erasing signs of its past materialities, lbius rather a work inscribed by processes of

preparing and making. Experimenting with different tesguof incense ash, and the

forming of the ash in the aluminium mowddmnade by Zhang and his assisténts

determined its capacity to display a particular performativity in the exhibition. The

resulting displayed sculpture is a processual entity deliberatedigrdged on a

phenomenological basis, without emphasis on its order.

Conclusion

Berlin Buddhacontainsnew possibilities for presenting the discarded material derived
from religious contextswhich go beyond religious symbolism to reiniag the
materialas an active participant in the process of collecting, maldngd viewing.
Incense ash engagmm a coevolutionary relationship with human actors, highlighting

the potential of using discarded material to reflect on the sensory experiencetbgboth
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viewing andthe artmakingprocess No particular stage othe artmaking and no
particularshapeofBuddha scul pture in the displayed i
representation and significance. Rathdrat enables the meaning and existence of the

work is the ongoing phenomena enacted through -exteons between human

participants and incee ash. Zhang explores the complexities and multiplicities in

creating and experiencing art through an object steeped in both materialist and Buddhist
sensibilities, shedding light on relationships between actant and enviropnment
automation and contrplusefulness and uselessness, and the metonymic and
nonhermeneutical dimensions. Materials derived from religious contexts typically

serve specific religious usages and values, with meanings that are permanent and
stabilised for ritual uses or conceptusld & religiouss y mb ol s . Il n Zhangos
however, it is the ongoing entanglement between incense ash and human actions that
generates shifting meanings and values at different staghe aitistic creation and

perception.

The Buddhistlimensionin thework is conveyednot throughfixed representations of

the values and meanings of incense ashelmgrges through an exploration of the

incense asta s par't mdterialtliscarsivg gmacticesThe temporality and

destabilgation of meaning invite engagemntewith the underlying religious object

within broader social and political tensions. This discursive material practice adheres

to Stephen Batchelorbdés idea that #fABuddhi sm
|l ess emphasis on belief and more don pract

transformng yourseldt hr ough a range o f?Boddhismnded and e >

23Jacquel ynn BAAS, i Buddhh Mindén Contemporat Agdg 0 i n
Anderson, Laurie, et al. (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2004)
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not be a determinate factor directing creativity in terms of consonances and resonances

with Buddhi st i deas, and works are not ne
repr esteinltosaopihpy or psychol ogy of mindo that
work may resonate with insights <character|

practices?%

Buddhi sm act s, in Zhangdés art, not as a pr
activities nor as an act of interpretation, but as a ceaseless flow of thought occurring

within temporal, spatial, and sensory experiences in the processes of making and
viewing. His work offers alternative perspectives on Buddhism and its materials in
contemporary artistic practices. It challenges preconceived notions of incense ash as

waste or a merdy-product of ritual practicesgransforming it into an entity that

dynamially interacts with the artist, creators, and audience. This interaction not only

redefines the materi@l role but also implicitly addresses societal issues.

This reevaluation of incense ash as unfixed and changing, revealed by tracing its origin,
making and displaying processes, also brings to light an overlooked aspect worth
reflecting upon in this conclusion: the status of incense ash after the exhibition. While

much attention is given to the making and displaying staggsrtih BuddhaWinston

Kyan briefly notes that the ashes usedgrlin Buddhawere reused iifaipei Buddha

andSydney Buddh#*Ra mbel | i and Rdlimmaldstage 6fthedbjdce a of t

again provides an understanding of the value and meaning of the art object after its

2041hid., 25.
2°Wi nston Kyan, ABuddhi st Resistance. 0
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display. The transformation of incense ashAsh Buddhaloes not give incense ash a
permanent value in art. Rather, its status is always in a process of change, and subject
to different making, performing, viewing, and even attse. Whether recycled or not

the postdisplay ash does not have a fixed status of valuelessness, but exists rather in a
temporary state that may eventually be abandoned, recycledjraoheed in New

Materiatsemiotic contexts in other spheres of practice.

What Ash Buddhaeveals is that art should not be the final stagéhefiifeo of a
material. Rather, the material used in art is in a temporary stagéildgegpand which
contains potential for future material involvement or enactment in new spbiere
practice. Wien researching materials used in art from a materialist perspective, it is not
only the making, displaying, and viewing that matter, but also the value of the art object

after its artistic use.

The processes of making and displayBeylin Buddha alongwith the exploration of
incense adis potential after the display, highlight the matésiaonstant state of flux

and the diverse human response to these changes. This dynamic interaction leads to a
contingent and adaptable experience in both creation panception, constantly
redefining the involvement of all participadtsartists, workers, and viewerswithin a

fluid context. This aspect of the work underscores the rolbeghaterialin artas an

active agent, capable of embodying shifting meaningsaalugting different roles
throughout its lifecycle, including collection, creation, display, and-@isgiay phases,

across various environments such as religious sites, art studios, and exhibition spaces.
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Il n addition, it i s workmwhilaemplasing thgimmediag , i n Z
sculptural experiencéheviewer, when seeing the initially intact ash Buddha sculpture

at the beginning of the workoés display, cal
its formation. This leads me to wondean themakingprocessof Material Art be

conveyed solely through the artwéslaffective operations? Can the act of making itself

become an artwork or be visually represented within the artwork? ¢ost sucha

makingevent be made present to a viewdro was not present during itsiginal

cr eat i o nBerlinBhdahaagnphasies presentness, requiriitev i ewer6s r eal
time engagement for an immediate visceral experiemday such ephemeral

experience of presentness only be invoked throutdpe withessingoft he wor k6 s

performance in real time?

Theaboveconcerns lead me to turn to another case staidyn g D/MatergRécerds.

While the artist directly experiences the transient nature of the work during its creation,
the viewer engages with it as a recorded document of a past eventgatien based

on the documentation of the original performance. This juxtaposition raisetslp
guestionsaboutwh et her Son g 6 s atampora, pgformative evemagp t ur e
recorded adfact is inevitably futile,and merely emphases the unbridgeable gap
between live performance and a fixed or reproducibkfzantf Is the viewer of Water
Recordamerely passivelyitnessingthe evidence od makingprocess within a static
video apparatus? This query gains particular intrigue when we relbsek to the

v i e wexperiesce of engaging with Zhae@erlin Buddhawhere theypartake in an
active, sensory experience, extracting meanings and understandings from direct,
personal engagement with the temporal environment of the Wmattke absence of the

vi ewer 6s physical pr es ewoesWaler Recoridssvithate t i o n a
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inherent ephemerality and performativity, hold any value or meanifiggh analysing

S o n gMater Recorddn the next chapter, Iwill explore the potential of video
documentation of ephemeral events to blur the boundaries between past and present,
firsthand and secordand experience, as well as between appearance and

disappearancall throughanondualist perspectivehatbridgesnature and culture.
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Chapter 2

Blurring Boundaries of Nature/Culture and Embodiment/Objectivity: Song

D o n §VaterRecords

Exploring Material Art through the prism oNew Materiaism inherently involves
engaging with the theody foundational critique of the conventional separation between
the fisociab and finaturab sciences, challenging the established dichotomy leztwe
nature and cultur&® This critiquesuggestghat the making of the worddincluding

all social and natural eleme#tss influenced by a broad spectrum of forces, extending
beyond predetermined relations to include physical interactions, biological and
ewmlogical processes, social interactipras well as psychological or emotional
responses. This chapter exploresoatological approach that transcends the implicit

prioritisations or classifications involved in dualist thinkimgherein nature and culture

are not perceived as separate domainsbiitp art s of a contd nuum

It does so throughtheexa€mat i on of Song DongosWaebor n
Records(2010, fig.2). This work exemplifies the interconnectedness of nature and
culture while simultaneously blurringhe boundary between embodiment and
objectivity concerningthe v i e w e rebeace ef wipwing documented ephemeral

events of naturecultural entanglement.

Unlike Zhang Huaés work, which necessitates -gite participation due to its
ephemeral and performative naidireterdependent on the viewier movement,

environment, and thengtable incense ash staluBong Dongds video

26RO s | Braidotti, fRuopeanEdutaional Researamloutdlle s , 0
(2013): 119; Latour,Actor-NetworkTheory.
2X"Fox and Al l dr ed,-Asid enrsh ldeeg & ,hce qResear ch
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Water Recordsexhibited afThe Allure of Matterprovides a different perspective on
experiencing Apresent iasedsad, aisensaterp thpecalye r a | |
evoked through the presentatiof physical art objects at the site of display. This work

di verges from the percept iabove which otent 6s pr o
revolves around art objects as either products of intensmur or as physically

dynamic entities within an exhibition space.

In contrast, this work does not alldfaeviewer to establish a primary relationship with

the physical construction of the work. Instead, Song leverages the medium of video or

film for its unique capacity to convey the fluidity of action and the ephemeral nature of
moments, emphasi n g t he interpl ay bet ween visual

perception.

The work comprises a fownhannel soundless video projection of human scale
projected ontothree interconnected walls, which together form an encompassing,
immersive viewing space. Each video, varying in duration, facilitates a detailed,
magnified observation dhea r t i s tuding a brasim tghainta heated stoneith

water. The paintings nge from natural landscapes, profiles of individuals, everyday
utensil® such as a cup, a woanda baby carriagi to barcodes (fig27 and28). In
each video, Songbés pace is steady and smoot
The viewer can nevexapture the entire sceaeonce as the water traces continuously
evaporate as they are being drawn. Despite the transtaeocagwercan still identify

the figures Song is painting in each video. Importantly, the work does not adhere to a
defined staror end poind though with patient observatiotihe viewemay notice the

video looping after approximately six or seven drawings, usually by the second or third
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play cycle.

On the opposite side of the exhibition room, anothér S avorlg Traceless Stele
(2016) isinstalled. This work invitegthe viewer to freely inscribe their messagesaon
stone a brush and water provided, their texts soon disappearing, much liketée w

drawings in the projected videos.

Waterholdsa prominent presence in the video demonstratiol$atér RecordsSong
hasalong-standing practice with watgnaving used iin various artworks and projects

since around 1992. The existing studies 8ong Dong waterthemed art often

interpret the formless, transparent, and ephemeral qualities of water as aligning with

Daoist notions of the ineffable, or asmedium resporidg to sociecultural issues.

Specifically, interpretative perspectidesuchasvanessa Badagli accads
Nothing: AnEx pl or ati on of Song DongoPsssillityiofng Not hi
RenewingOurselves and ouEnvironment through ndboing, Nancy P. Linbs f¢
Dongs Performative Futility: Action Impact arifficacy in Contemporary Chinese

Performance At 8u n Do n g dngDogg The Wis8omOf The Poor, Meiqgin

=]
)

Wang, ABor eamnchi hgssa EIlisabeth Fluenceds

Water in Contemporary Art Materialities the Conditions of Contemmitgr’8®

28SeeegVanessa Badagliacca, fdADoing and Nothing:
Doing Nothing Garden and the Possibility of Renewing Ourselves and Our Environment
t hr ough Neteqadessed darch 5, 2024.
https://zeteojournal.com/2014/05/21/doingthinggarden/Nancy PLin,i Song Dongds
Performative Futility: Action, Impact, and Efficacy in Contemporary Chinese Performance
A r tArt dournal 82:1 (2023)34i57 andi So ng Do n gThe AMad oéMatier:i n
Material Art from Chinaeds, Wu Hung and Oegnna Cacchione (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2019), 187; SuniSong Dongo; Me i g i PostWatesg , fiBreat
on Modern & Contemporary Art Around The GlodMoMA, February 12, 2020; Tessa
Elisabeth Fluenceé) Vocabulary of Water: How Wettin Contemporary Art Materialises the
Conditions of Contemporaneifi?hD Dissertation, University of Melbourne, 2016& 70.
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have tendedo emphase wat er 6s translucency and form
Vocabul ary of Wa tbasedoworkssuggesSng thgihiese qualdids e r

indicate ideas abouhe vanity ofhuman efforts anthe impermanence dife. This

metaphor is often presented through documentation (mostly photographs) of
performances that demonstrate a I|linear nar
with wate® be it writing, painting, stamping, boiling, or breathingighlighting

wat er Olsransitiarts betwaen its solid, liquid, and vapor states. Indeed, influenced

by his early fascination with the Dao de jing (Tao Te Ching), Song draws inspiration

from the paradox of oppositesayingft]he greatest image is formless, the greatest

sounds noi sel ess, the d%leeartyeae woskklikdtit-frys e e ms ¢ |
Water(1992, fig.29), Song seems to embody the principle that attempts to treat water

as a bounded, concrete object often result in its elusivenesslisayopearance,

portraying any action with or upon water as seemingly futile, as if nothing happened at

all, with the documentatiobheingt he only evi dence of the wor Kk

The latter interpretations highlight the flexibility of water to generaiaceptual

meani ngs, particularly in terms of soci al
artworks. For example, in the sipecific installationSecret Divulging(Leaking)

(1995, fig.30) , Song ingeniously pl ayote doeakingtlh t he
secrets A row of white silk bags filled with icevas hungn the wallsof the residence

of Hua Guofengs, the former Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party. As the ice

mel ted, the fisecretso trickI|l ed oluand | eavi
forming a dark puddle on the ground. This trace quickly disappeared, leaving no

evidence of the event. Scholars such as Nancy P. Lin int&gce¢t Divulgingn her

2Cited in Nancy, fASong Dong, o 187.
138



article Al mmat er i al & Muditmediai Wotks with: Wat&,0 n g Dot
Photography, and Vi ds thérevalaionwfspublicgeciélf.e t o al
In his renowned performance pid8eeathing Song uses photographic documentation

to conveythe repetitive act of exhaling water vap®his is often interpreteds an

affirmation of individual vitality?!' Here, the transient ice mark created from the

artists breath, set against a backdrop of significant public history, is seen as a subtle

assertion of personal identity.

In this light, wateris,i n S o n g,drsquemyoseen sis a conduit for articulating
metaphysical significan¢c®r a sociccultural critique,echoingMc Luhandés assert
that the content of the message and the means through which ideas are perceived are
equally significant2? Although these works arecaptured through video or
photographic documentation, countering the fugitive nature of water, their linear
narrative, often shotfromathime r son perspective and captur
from a distance, positions the audience as outsidergshdse works, video or
photography is not the focal medium; i nst eeé
medium through which Song communicates his artistic ideas. Indeed, as anthropologist
Veronica Strang emphass, wateds qualities of mutabilityiar e cr uci al i n
provide a common basis f?B8trangpositsthatwhsle r uct i o

water holds mutability and multiple meanings, such versatility bears no significance

2Nancy P. Lin, @Al mmat exMuliinhedidMsorkewith \Wdter,t y: Song D
Photograpy , and TWe Adllerecof Matter: Klateriality Across Chinese fatk.,
Orianna Cacchione and We€heng Lin (Chicago: Smart Museum of Art, The University of
Chicago, 2021), 255.
211See e.gDavid Clarkefi The Wat ery TurQhingsemArt@ant empor ary
Journal65.4 (2006): 5677.
22Mc Luhan, AiThe Medium is the Message, 0 107.
BVeronica Strang, fACommon Senses: Water, Senso
Meaning9 Journal of Material Culturel0.1 (2005) 97.
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apart from through human conceptuahtions of it?'* This approach to watér
flexibility treats it as whascienceh i st ori an Peter Galison might

capable of generating cultural flexibiljtgnd directly correspormyy to reality?t®

Current i nterpretat i amsanthvopomerghicadly priviege Song o s
waterds for mal flexibility and characteris
to water to direct the wodk performance process and consider it as the sole determinant

of the wor kds meanilaxgnteractions aneé mudual dnfluengest he c o
between humans and nbnman entities. This interpretative perspective appears to be

based on the understanding of water as an actual entity that, as Whitehead described

itd which | have detailed in chapted is the fundamental reality of which the world

is composed?® It implies that there seems to be no way to go beyond actual entities to

find anything more real. Water, i n Songds
and independent thing in actuality that, tmés mutable or multiple material capacities,

has t he privilege t o deter mi ne t he wor k-

independeny of any other entity.

Neverthel ess, i nt e r\VgateeRecorgyvhich presentskselas k e Son
continuougy evolving through the medium of video and convincingly engages the

viewer in this dynamic process, becomes problematic if we regard water as the primary

and fundamental fact. As Michael Halewood suggestacentrating on substance

conflicts withfocusing on fluxé!’ It isolates entities from their surroundings, rendering

214 bid.

215 peter GalisonEin st ei n6s Cl ocks, Poi nNewYerk:®.Wlaps: Empi

Norton, 2003).

216 Alfred North WhiteheadProcess and Reality: Corrected Editiads, David Ray Griffin

and Donald Sherburne (New York: Free Press, 1978) [originally published in 1929].

2"Mi chael Hal ewood, AOn Whitehead and Del euze:
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them seemingly solitary and disconnected, which in turn obsexigsgrelationships

and interconnectiontn Water Recordswatercontributesiot only to the emergence of

the dawings but also to their gradual disappearance. The ongoing process revealed in
this work is therefore simultaneously about the creationtla@disappearance of the
drawings. The drawings appear and disappear concurrentlpulvamoment of stasis

or nonactivity. Even when Song temporarily pauses his action, the work of art remains
dynamically active for a while, gradually modified by the water and environmental

conditions.

Privileging watemwhen interpretingVater Recordsverlooks and neglectse pesence

of dynamism, fluidity, and proces# the work especially considering the video
demonstrations of fpvapensity fordonstanti mutgtoro This n d
approach may thus overlook the opportunity to develop an understanding of tke effec
of MAnat ur e-actiohst aternacbied by feminist scholar Donna Haraway that
combinesfinatur® and ficulture 26 By assuming the singular authority of water, we
risk diminishing the rich complexity of the interplay between the artist, the materials,
and the environment. The focus should nosblely on the water as the medium, but

also on the dynamic process ip@rt of and the intricate connections it helps shape.

What Whitehead appears to imply with the concepofual entitp is that naofithingo
exists independently as an actual entity; rather, all thingBsaretie® comprised of

actual entities which he characteses asfdrops of experience, complex and

Configurationsl3, no. 1 (2005): 5776.
218 Donna HarawayThe Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant
OthernessVol. 1 (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Pre2§03).

141

t

he



interdependent?!® These entities encapsulate processes and serve as the essential
building blocks of existence, frequently illustrated as pulses, drapsuds of
experienceFor an actual entity, the act dbecoming is the core of its essencks
Whitehead states, fAhow an entity?»acomes c:
actual entity is an unfolding ?%YThscess, a
perspective offers a methdny whichto conceptuase transformation that embraces

both form and existence. As such, in this chapiterfocus extends beyond seeing water
merely as a solitary medium to facilitate
moving beyond an exclusive emphasis on objecthood. Instead, | empWeise

Recordsas an ongoing phenomamof interactions in which water actively participates

and forgexlose connections with both human and-hoiman entities, such as stone

and brush.

Notably, the viewer has no direct experience tbese ongoing phenomena of

interactions they are rather,conveyed through precisely made videos and strategic

video instdlations. This approach raises questions about the absence of physical art

objects and whether new media can effectively capturédthere of matted in art.

This chapter will investigate how such an approach does more than merely present the
makingpr ocess to the viewer; it al sgoengend:
fostering a sense of woik-processjnstead ofjust a witnessingof past eventérom

the outsideThe veweris invited to immerse themselves in the ongoing entanglement

between thear t i st 6s bodi | y-changihg veaters drawimgsl. Thish e ev e

exploration will delve into how video documentation and installation highlight the

219 WhiteheadProcess and RealityL,8.
220 |hid., 23.
221 |pid.
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intangible aspects of these performed and embodied events, thereby facilitating
embodied encounters thaidefine the boundary between embodiment and objectivity.

| will uncoverhowthese embodied encounters prompt an awareness in the viewer that
their subjectivity is |l ess a matter dof be
specific and distinctrbm others], but rather of being of the world in its dynamic

speciicity. o

Through these analyses, this chapter understdddter Recordsas a form of

behavioual exploration aimed at revealing and understanding the interconnectedness

of all life forms and elements within the biosphere, prompting reflection on
environmental interdependencies and the inseparabt®ngiitution of nature and

culture of humars and norhumans. By delving into ways through whivtater
Recordspresents a layered and tenaly iterative narrative of the natlieilture

continuum, this chapter aims to uncover h@vater Recordpaves the way for an
alternative understanding to systemic or st
and culture work, fostering a renewed egital awareness of understanding the fluxes,

di s/ continuities, and fAibecomingso that <con:

Experiencing the ephemeral through documentation
Presentinghe ephemeral event of water drawing through video installgiidts our
attentionaway fromwhat an artwork represeltsvhether it is the initial material
phenomenon enacted and experienced only by the artist, or the subsequent video that
documents the workThe worlé&s physical form as a video projectibm stationary

electronic device projecting moving images onto véalisay inherently impose a sense

222 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag37.
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of separation. The evolving visual narrative captivitesiewerwhile simultaneously

holding them at adistance presenting an observational vantage point of the @rtist

interaction with the materials. This mediated experience, while immersive, might subtly

shift the vieweds role from an active participant to a spectator, adding a layer of
mystique to theartistic process and the materidla | | ur e . l ndeed, many
temporal performances with water, suchSdaamping the Wate1996, fig.31) and

Writing Diary with Water(1995, fig.32), have been documented and showcased in the

form of photographs and vids, which, while offering broader accessibility, tend to

position the audience as external observer:

Consider, for instanceWriting Diary with Water presented as a series of four
chromogenic prints capturirdyi f f er ent st ages of the arti st
the onset of writing to the final vanishing of the words, all seen from a fixed
photographic perspective. This wor k, root e
daily ritual of writing his diary on a stone tablet collected from a national park for over

a decade. UnlikéVater Recordswhere only the surface of the stone is displayed,

Writing Diary with Waterreveals the stone in its entirety against a wooden floor

Song6s h@ habit of d&mywritghg, integrated into his daily routine, serves as

an emotional catharsi s, prompting introspe

pure fWater .o

The photographic perspective\Wfriting Diary with Watelis anglel from the left side
of the stone, presenting a horizontal view of the @stistlligraphic actions. This

camera angle differs from the ar@istiewpoint during creation, situatitigeviewer as

2°Nancy, @ASong Dong, 0 188.
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detached observers. Moreover, different from the heatad sted iWater Record$

which accentuates the evaporation of wattire stone inVriting Diary with Water
remains in its natural state devoid of artificial interference to its physical conditions.
This distinction results in a slower evaporation procesgpened to the heated stone in
Water Recordscomplicating the documentation of the full processhefemergence

and disappearanad the words particularly during longerm daily practices.

Consequently, the viewing angle, the extended duration of pgrac e , and the ar
choice of using only four photograph pieces to represehé practice make it

challenging forthe viewerto decipher the arti& writing or trace the detailed process

of the waterds traces and tthei ronegwd mtgu ada i
practice, coupled with the photographic strategy that distatheagewer from the
specificmakingprocesscharacteee s t hi s wor k more as an art|
both selfaffirmation and sefeffacement, seeminglacking the intention to involve

viewer engagement in the makipgocess or to evoke immersive or sensory
experiences of the processere, therole of water is often interpret&das a vehicle

for personal expression and a means to safedbeptivacy d the writer, considering

the fact that, as Song himself mentiorredardinghis intention of creatingVriting

Diary with Watefis omeone el se might.?%be reading this

When examiningVater Recordswhich may somehow closely resemWleiting Diary

with Water we must ponder whether performance recreations based on documentation

22See,eqPhi |l i ppe Vergne, fAHow LatbwWakerdrs Become Fo
Center,accessed March 5, 2024. hiffatitudes.walkerart.org/artists/index4133.html
25Jul i e Wal sh, @ Son gSobgdDom & Bin Xiuzhen: RKhe Wayefr , 0 i n
Chopsticksed. Sarah ArchePfiladelphia, PAPhiladelphia Art Alliance, 2014), 13.
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genuinely reproduce the original performances, or merely mimic the documentation.

The workds enactment of the ephebmoagha!l pr ese
a radcal view on documenting performance art or ephemeral installations. As Peggy

Phelan has articulated, such documentation is deemed somewhat impé%Bitégan

posits that performance art inherently embodies itself thratghlanishing and

inherently defies archiving due to its ephemeral nature. She believes that the destined
disappearance of performance art stems from her beliefifeaformance in a strict

ontological sense is nonreproductd@’ Furthermore, she argues that the unique

inability to replicate a performance underscores the strength of performance art. This
incapacity to repeat ensures that performance art evades the reproduction economy and

leaves no imprinbnthe capitalist framewrk.

Is Songs effort to immortake the performance as artefactthrough recording

destined to fail, merely emphaisig the vast divide between live performance and an
artefactthat can be fixed or reproduckds the viewer of Water Recordsnerely

pasively viewing the evidence of the makipgocess within a static video apparatus?

Can the viewer sense or experience the AfAal
with the dynamics of materials illustrated in the videos? These questions gain particular
intrigue when we relate back to the expnces othe viewer engaging with Zhaig

Berlin Buddhawho partake in an active, sensory experience, extracting meanings and
understandings from direct, personal engagement with the temporal environment of the

work. DoesWater Recordsthe video contat of which demonstrates an event that is

inherently ephemeral and performative, hold any value or meaning in the absence of

226 peggy Phelart)nmarked. Politics of @formancegLondon; New York: Routledge, 1993).
227 |bid., 148.
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the vieweroés physical presence, interacti ol

| posit that this work does not necessarily elicit the experiencaghriihe presence of

the artwork, but rather through its absence. | propose that the absence of the physical
artwork, accentuated by the precisely made and strategically installed videos, can
indeed maintain fidelity t atthe presenfeaofia ao of
t angi bdAmindirecuexparience of an ephemeral artwork, such as that discussed

in this chapter, becomes an encounter with the absence of the material artwork. This
notion of experiencing things through their absence is phatlgupertinent to

ephemeral artworks, especially as discussed in this chapter.

The four videos inWater Recordsare seamlessly projectetife-sized, and in a

continuous sequence across three adjoining dark watkich createsa cohesive,

immersive vieving experienceavith no gaps betweethe projectiors, which envelop

the viewer entirely (fig2). In addition, unlike Sor@g previous documentation of his

water works, which often features his entire body and includes more environmental
elements identifyinghe context Song situates withiater Recordsolely showcases

the artistés arm and hand. All four videos
on the artisis hand, the brush, the ephemeral water drawings, and the fissured stone,
mirroring the artiskownvi ewpoi nt of his actions. Songbé6

gestures used in traditional calligraphy and ink painfiig.

228 The traditional method of using the brush requipesping it firmly between the thumb
and the first two fingers while holding the ring finger lightly behind the brush as a kind of
balance. The calligrapher or painter would always keep the brush in a strictly vertical
position. The amount of ink used in traditional painting is delicate and precise, necessitating
the artist to dip only the bottom half of the brush into the ink arfiusli manipulate it with
a combination of loose and tight grips to gradually produce various distinct shapes, including
curves, dashes, zigzags, and dots.
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This approach notably contrasts with his first walkjting Diary with Watey which

was shot from the leftide of the stone and horizontally displays the d@gisttions.
Strictly speaking, iWater Recordghe entities involved are not limited to water, stone,
brush, and the arti& body, but also incorporate a video camera closely tied to this
artistic acivity. In order to film from this perspectiyavhich enables the viewer to see
from the vantage point of thartist, Song had to position himself and adjust his
movements to enable the video camera to document the continuous material enactments
without digupting the process. In this sense, the recurring phenomenon of
disappearance and transience eoeintered by a simultaneous, yet contradictory,
discourse on documentatiorCapturing the ephemeral byncorporating video
technology into the makingrocess urns documentation into a dialectical practice
matched by a mirrorirj complementary yet contradict@ydiscourse of
documentation. This active engagement with the video apparatus illuminates how the

video turns into a material entjtynherently instrumentab the makingprocess.

Rather than documenting the event from a distance, the video is here consciously
produced as a partdfor perhaps bysince the video is produced as the performance
takes placé) the performance. This arrammentcatalysesan extraordinarily tight
ontological connection between performance and document, activating their

interrelationship in an exceptional manner.

|l ndeed, ma n y -reldted Booke exidtsolely avithia the confines of their
documentatin, with little to no witnesses or audience present at the time of their
creatior® especially for the writing with water series, which typically un$obs

private, indoor acts devoid of an audiendéthout these documeations the works
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would remain unkawn. Philip Auslander argues that some performance art exists
solely in thefispace of the documeatcompletely skipping the actual performance
event. Without such documentation, the performances would remain ingfSiated
Auslander asserts that docurtieg the performance art is what truly brings it into
being?*°He explains that the audience can only understand the act of performance
through its documentation, regardless of their attendahtlkee actual event. From
Auslandeés point of view, the audience is secondary; the main focus is on capturing
the performana essence rather than its interaction wittviewer?3! He emphases

the importance of the documentation process because, in his view, the context and the
audiencedo not influence or alter this kind of performance, nor can they affect the

artistos dc®umented wor k.

The documentation of a private activity of painting with water is a conscious decision
on Song@s part. The process of documentation is initiated apthiet of acquisition,
meticulously planned and executed, enabling future viewers to withess a scene akin to
the artists perspective of calligraphic practice with water. Even if the work itself is not
present, a comprehensive record of it exists, reptiegem sincere effort to preserve its
essence. Solg deliberate act of incorporating video to document the process appears
to diverge from the notion of viewing documentation as an absolute failure, as

emphassed by Phelan.

Instead, Song positions itia r eal m of i ad asticulated ey Jashee si r e

2Philip Auslander, fAThe Perf or PAtAJouinalgf of Per f
Performane and Art28.3 (2006): 110.
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Blocker.?®® Any discourse on performance, according to Blocker, signifies a
commitment to the longing for the evémpresencé®* She portrays documentatias

a mediator between the disappearance op#réormance and the viewsrpersistent
longing to connect with the performance, a longing that stems from the time gap
between the twé® Songs intentional choice of vidéocapable of capturing the full

scope of the event from any aeglilluminates the strategic placement of the video
camera. Song arranges the video camera in such a way that it exists in close interrelation

with the material and human agencies involved in the work.

Positioning the video camera directly above the storeapture the act of painting with
water, presentSong witha challenging setup. He must carefully avoid contact with the
camera, which complicates his painting posture. His perspective is not unobstructed;
instead, he must either rely on the cameraescte mirror the activity belodv a
viewpoint that is somewhat obstructed by the equipmentadts®lfopt to watch his
handiwork from an angld.o maintain the illusion of a firgierson perspective for the
audience thudemands precise hairelye coordinationand Song must alter hmatural

paintingposturefor the sake of the viewér experience.

Inthisway, Songb6s pai nhbeapuely mmersive angd expaiaemtialn o t
practice that allows him to concentrate solely on the interaction betweeitis and
the everchanging phenomena of water drawings. Instead, the situation Song finds

himself in is akin to witnessing a moving image (shown on the video screen) recording

233 Jane BlockerWhat the Body Cost: Desire, History, and Performaihianeapolis;
London: University of Minnesota Press, 2004).
234 bid.
235 |pid.
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a moving image (the painting process on the stone). This setup appearstonefe

than just a desire to record the ephemeral act; it also aims to establish a bridge for future
viewers to engage with the performance, making tangible the traces of an event that is

no longer present. The viewer, without the disturbance of the asaee@xperienced by

Song, can concentrate on the pure, constantly changing phenomena enacted by the

intra-action between the human body and the materials of water, bngktone.

Furthermore, in the installation, each panel of videxjection presents an unrelated or
disparate image at a different stage of drawing. One video may display the initial stages
of an i magedés formati on, capturing the nas
the thrilling anticipation of future potentiahnother might exhibit an image nearing
completion, the beginning stages of which have already evaporated, syngplotiw

the present carries within it the traces of the past, while simultaneously gesturing
towards a future of renewal. Another projectioayndisplay a fully completed image

that has already started to make way for a new image, a poignant reminder of the
perpetual dance of endings and beginnings. These varying stages of the images,
displayed concurrently, underscore the simultaneous coesstérdifferent temporal
phases othea r t acsofpairging. They embody the continuous process of becoming,

vanishing, and renewal.

The drawings in the videos, as categaali by Song into natural landscape, human

profiles, symbols, and daily hi ng s, are intended to be firan
i mpreci se, i ncorrect, i 2# Theyndmw Eomesveryday e  a n d
i fe, yet are presented as unrelated and ¢

236 From the artigk notes accompanying a sketch ofitluek.
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more private imagery in workslike Writing Diary with Water In Water Records
familiar objects and scenes are rendered enigmatic and ambiguous, chalteeging

viewer to find the underlying connections or logics.

The videos inWater Recordsransition between traditional landscapetpayals and

more cartoonish depictions of human profiles and everyday objectR {fand 28).

Each video has its distinct thematic focus. For example, the theme of dailydthings

including a bed, a kettle, a toilet, and a baby caréiage portrayed ndh a linear or
orderly sequence but appear scattered, evo
This disjointed presentation, while still adhering to specific categories and stylistic

motifs, introduces a deliberate ambiguity, leaving the vieweatagate the seeming

randomness and draw their own narrative threads.

Moreover, in the videos focusing on landscapes and human profiles, the style of each
painted depiction is so similar that it challenges the viewer to differentiate between
individual s@nes or figures. Conversely, the segments dedicated to symbols and daily
things present each subject with distinct clarity, enabling easy recognition by the viewer.
Thi s contrast in visual di stinctiveness

enigmaticallure, blending thematic diversity with stylistic variety.

This varied approach does not segregate the videos but instead creates a theatrical
experience, immersindpeviewer in a sensoryich environment. This blend of themes

and styles marks a depare from Songs earlier watebased works, such &8riting

Diary with Waterwherethe written words ofiisintimate thoughts follow a more linear

narrative structureWater Recordseems to embodwhat Yang Geng and Lingling
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Peng identifiesas an fialogical approach, which reflects a contemplation of the
uncertain nature of language and narrative invidet4rtt i s about creati ng

s p a ¢ e Othewidwerrcan intuitively engage with the atemporal pre$&nt.

The pecise video production artde strategic installation suggest that no single video

holds a standalonaignificance. Wherthe viewer tries to focus on one video, their

attention is quickly drawn to the others, creating an interplay of viewing experiences.

Even whertheviewer approaodsa video closely, the humestale projectioenvelops

themint he vi deothemrdii sSpldoady cofnfti nuous movements

of the water, preventing a complete view of the drawings.

In this setting, the sgzific content of the drawings becomes secondary to the overall
effect of ephemerality and performativitgonveyed through four video projections on
three walls. Despite their varied content, a consistent theme eddtgesteraction

of t he awiththesntatérils df wates brush, and stone, and the cyclical image

of creation and evaporation, represented by the ephemeral water traces.

This settingprimarily invitesthevi ewer t o enter intoanthe vid
ongoing process of creah and disappearance, harmoniously blending their reality

with that of the videos. What is noteworthy is that this continuous play of the videos

may at the first glance suggestamg spellof water drawing, yet each video only

showcases around seven images in an uninterrupted loop. The similarity of the images

Z’Yang Geng and Lingling Peng, fAThe Time Phenon
China: 19881998p Cultura 13.2 (2016): 10324.
28Gao Fei, Qiu Zhijie, Gao Shiming et al., #@AAN
New Medias (2010): 72.
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within each vided particularly those depicting human profiles and natural
landscape$ makes it difficult to recogsethe repetitioron afirst viewing. The viewer

is likely to needo watch a single video intently for two or three cycles beforeingtic
the repetition of images. This construction further empghadihe ongoing interplay
between appearance and disappearance, rathefothesing on the quantity or variety

of theimages depicted.

As such, the videoaretrying to convey a kind of rhythm that invitése viewerto
immerse themselves in the unfolding phenomaithe interplayof materials and the
human body. The focus 8ot on decoding a predetermined narrative or appreciating
the artisfs technical prowess, but rather on understanding the essence of lived
experiences over the aesthetic values of the water drawings themselves. In this sense,
Water Recordshapes an opeended experiential realm ftne viewer, defying linear
narratives om fixed endpoint. It compelthe viewer to observe and engage with the
immediate, lived experience of the transient processes presented in the video
installation. In this wayWater Recordgvolves into an interactive space, encouraging

the viewer to engage, interpret, and assign personal meanings. It embodies what Henry
Sayre defiumadkcadalalneoi p e ©faaynamact éevelving d o c u me

narrative that eschews rigid interpretatféh.

These deliberate arrangeméniscluding the strategic positioning of the camera
affording a closeup, firstper son perspecti vaeton®énd thehe art i

evolving material phenomendhe projections of videos showing unsynchsedi

239 Henry Sayre,The Object of Performance: The American Awgartde since 1970
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1B8R
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drawing steps in a constant loop, and the installation of enveloping, immersive video
projection® collectively draw the viewer into an engagement with the past (the
vanished image), the present (the existing image), and the future (the image yet to
come). The videos lack a defined beginning or end, eschewing a linear narrative or a
prescribed order of viewing. Whenever the viewer enters the installation, they find
themelves immersed in a fluid, elusive phenomenThis setting creates a profound
temporal disjunction that fosters a nAamear experience of time, wherethe past,
present, and future are interlaced in a dynamic interplay. It features internal
dis/continuties and dis/connections that counter any presupposed unity of space, time,

and entities.

In this sensehevieweris less likely to perceive that they are merely witnessing a past
performance. Rather, the work becomes more theatrical than documenteatyie,

existing as a performance primarily through its documentation. This immersive
experience seems to transfdimviewer into participants within an unfolding situation,

as suggested by Sayre in his seminal wohe Object of Performancé® Sayre
highlights the potency of per f;ooramad 9 vteh ato c
empowerthe viewer to construct their own meanifg$He wr ot e, Aits mean
explosive, ricocheting and fragmenting throughout its audience. The work becomes a
situation, full of suggestive potentialities, rather than a -sefftained whole,
determined and finaP®Kr i sti ne Stiles concurs with Say

document not only to a former action but also to the construction of a wholly fictive

240 | bid.
241 |bid.
242 | bid.
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space %4 For Sayrethe nature of performance art lies in its openness, shaped by the
viewerss interpretabn. This ideamplies a broader understanding ttia artwork is in

state of dynamichangeresisting any form of static definition.

Enhancor agefitne s gtéractivityr Theu aprhplementary roles of

Traceless Steland Water Records
In considering the immediacy and lived experience of art, it is important to discuss
another of Son® works, also included inThe Allure of Matter the interactive
installationTraceless Stel@ig. 2). This heated metal steldacedbefore the thregvall
projection of Water Recordsserves as a contemporary interpretation of traditional
Chinese steles, whichearinscriptions tohonourspecific individuals or events. In
Traceless Ste]¢he viewer isnvited to use a brush and water to craft their own teams
messages on the ston&hich will soon vanishdue tothe stelemaintaining a
temperature of sixty degre€elsius which contrastawith the stelé conventional
purposeas a site forenduring memorials. Despite the immediacy of this physical
experience and its emphasis on the materi a
nuances and immersisrcan be disrupted by various exhibition conditions, such as

visitor volume, diversity, and the individual moods of the viewer.

Amelia Jones, whileacknowledging the value of witnessing live artworks, warns

against deeming these experiences superior to understanding gleaned from the
performanceds remaining traces. She posits
interactive installation, despite se@agly having the advantage eperiencing the

contextfirst-hand might grapple with fully understanding the narrative or process until

282Kristine Stiles, @PArtMagazim3y(1990)e4dland i ts Object
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after the event** She further argues that viewer engagement predominantly arises from
the documentary traces that fherformance generatéS.Rebecca Schneider concurs,
stating that these documents act as a testament, presenting the event as something that

has already occurred®

The Allure of Matterexhibition, whereWater Recordsind Traceless Stelshared a
room,suggestsa potential solution to these challenges. The pairing of primary and non
primary experiencésone through direct interaction, and the other through
documented performangecould facilitate a more focused and mediated viewer
experience. This contrastsitiv the potential confusion that may arise from
encountering performance art or live works in isolation. By curating a space that pairs

live interaction with documented performance, both works of which include
interrelated elements like water, a hard anlidssubstance, brush(es), and human
bodies,Song wor ks foster a nuanced engagement

exploration of ephemerality and materiality within the constructed exhibitionary space.

The immersive video projections Water Reords when paired with the installation

a

Traceless SteJe cul ti vate a sense of Apresentness

disparate images, coupled with an emphasis on the ongoing, disorderly events that arise
from interactions between humans and -homans, illuminates the temporality of
unfolding phenomena rather thprojectinga fixed record of reality. In this context,

Sondgs video projections underscore the dual function of performance

244 Amelia JonesiiPresence i\bsentia: Performance Art and the Rhetoric of Preserice,
Journal, winte1997):12.
245 |bid.
2Rebecca Schnei de rAfter Grilaisin:dNevBResponseSto Arbandd i n
Performanceed. Gavin Buttiflalden, MA Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 215.
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documentatio@ not only signifying the presence of the body but also the reabitty
emergedgrom it. This intricate layering of narratives stemming from these interactions
amplifies the viewds experience, transforming it from passive observation to active

engagement.

After the artist hascreated, experienced, documented, and ultimately dispogéé of
physical artwork,its existence continues solely through filmic documentation and
potental narration. As a result, the viewer engagéth Water Recordghrough a
mediated, secondand experience. Yet it is precisely this mediation that acknowledges
and presents the artwork in a way that feels immediate and engaging. These projections
are paticularly compelling because of their apparent incongruity, yet they
simultaneously i mmerse the Vviewer i n a
phenomenonillustrated by the video content. By blurring the boundaries between the
past event and the went experience, Sofg) work generates a unique viewing

experience that challenges traditional perceptions of art and time.

This seconéhand experience inherently signifies the unattairdallgworks that once
existed buthatwill never be the same agaifihe essence Oater Recordss deeply
entrenched in this transience. While the matedialster, brush, and stoédemay

morph into norobjects, existing only in documentation and memory, they maintain
vitality through this metamorphosis. Their significanaad relationality persist,
enduring not just physical changes but also transformations in perception by future
audiences. Long after the temporal event concludes, these objects become an
unexpected collective of archivists, safeguardingoatinuousy evaving piece of

artistic legacy. Sorg meticulous planning and diligent executionVdater Records
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serve as sincere atterapd preserve the transient essence of an ephemeral piece. This
piece continues tactively transform and coexist within the realm$ apllective
memory and interpretation, confirming the enduring vitality of the art objects involved,

even in their transformed state.

Repositioningwater in the ongoing process ofappearance anddisappearance
In Water Recordsthe presence of thgewer activates a moment in time within the
video installation, drawing attention t
Sonds artistic practices sinc@/riting Diary With Water(1995) Song consistently
involves various materials or surfadesuch as brushes of different sizes, a seal, or the
ground to interactwith water, typicallyas part ofwriting or painting, only to watch
the water traces evaporate. Central to these experiments from thanetieésare
Sondgs emphasis on process ovesults, and on actions requiring persistence and
physical endurance that yields only ephemeral outcomes. WorkgViikeng Diary
With Water Breathing(1996, fig.33), andStamping the Watdfig. 31) are examples

indicativeof this approach.

WaterRecordsas discussed abowstrongly resonates with o n gvitiag Diary with

Water, created fifteen years earlier. In this performance work, Song wrotdidnis
entries in water with a calligraphy brush on a block of stone, the text disappearing as
the water evaporated. This emphamsisthe fleeting nature of water tracesVifriting

Diary with Watermirrors the experience of a young Song practicing calligraphgrund

his fatheés tutelagewhere ink and paper were often substituted with water due to
cosB a commonsituation in China for thos&ith economic constraints. In both

artworks, the brushstrokes, whether forming characters or figiaesto diminish and
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vanish before the artist can finish delineating them.

However, as examineabove the documentation methods diff§¥riting Diary with

Waterwas partially recorded through four photographs capturing the gradual process

of the writing and evaporation of wdrs . Due to t heothesideeat ad6s po
some distance, the specific words remain indiscernible, resulting in the photographs

only showng blurred, vanishing water inscriptions. This partial documentation lends

an intimate, secretive aspect to the diangjcating thatwater writingis a personal

activity for the artist. In contrastVater Recordswhile employing a similar technique

of usng brushand water on stone, adopts a more transparent approach through its

strategic video documentation and installation. This method reveals a clearer vision of

t he water traces as they appear and disapp

accesdile to the public audience without secrecy.

Despite employing different documentary strategies, both works featuréSmsgure

of holding a calligraphy brush dipped in water, inevitably linking it to the role of water

in traditional Chinese painting drralligraphic practicesChinesepainting tradition is

one of the worldbés most intricate @and endu
waterbased medium in ink painting. This approatAnds in markedontrastfrom

Western painting traditions, \ehe using water as a medium is a relatively modern
phenomenon, diverging from established artistic norms. In Chinese painting, water is

not just a crucial element of the artistic medium but also a central theme in calligraphy,
esteemed as an art form is bwn right. In the revered genre of Chinese landscape

painting, water is integral both as a medium and as a subject,mdidsrepresenng

watery things such as clouds, rivers, and lakes.
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Specifically, water plays an essential role in this context aglpsto control the
consistency and transparency of the ink. Artists or calligraphers can achieve a wide
range of tonal gradatio@sfrom deep blacks to subtigeysand delicate washésby

varying the amount of water mixed with the ink and the duration of grinding. Water is
thus employed to generate a range of visual effects, such as soft washes, bold ink strokes,
and intricate details. Ink on paper can often retlealbrushstrokes asnaanifestation

of an artist or calligraphé& individuality. The unique expressiveness of these marks is
recognsed through an understanding of their creation and by identifying the distinct

approactby which the artist executes the recagiilethemes oflte painting.

Beyond its utilitarian function in painting and calligraphy practices, water often appears

as a subject matter in landscape paintings to represent watery things, such as rivers,

lakes, or waterfalls. These depictions evakarmonious intgrlay between the human

and natur al worl ds, underscoring the impo

surroundings.

Historically, Chinds development has been closely tied to water management and
control, as d e tTheiWaterKingdorft’ Phis irelatiopshipBisarboted s

in the necessity to harness and regulate water for agricultural and societal needs, given
the countrgs vast river systems and the challenges posed by flooding and irrigation.
Water has been a crucial element in the shapingluhese civilsation, often
necessitating massive interventions in the natural environment. Grand projects like the

Dujiangyan irrigation system and the Grand Canal stand testament to this enduring

247 philip Ball, The Water Kingdom: A Secret History of Ch{@hicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2017).
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engagement.

The significance of water in Chinese histawyd art is not a merecoincidence.lt
symbolsesthe profound understanding and respectifepowerof waterand theneed

to maintain a harmonious balance with nature. In landscape paintings, water is often
portrayed irsucha wayas tohighlight this gmbiotic relationship between humans and
their environment. These artistic expressions serve as remiddre challenges
historical and curredt involved inmanaging this vital resource, echoing the societal

and environmental ethos of ancient China.

Thus, the frequent portrayal of water in Chinese landscape painting is more than an
artistic preferenceit reflectsthe centuriesld cultural and historical significance of
water in China. This artistic tradition underscores a philosophical and practical
approach to living in balance with oéesurroundings, encapsulating the essence of

Chinese wisdom in harmamg humarendeavouws with the natural world.

In Water Recordswe also see a pronounced emphasis on the element of water. Yet
Songbs use of thavechamditionalrpainging and oatligraphy reveals a
subversive twist to the established tradition that places a strong emphasis on the
interplay of wateand ink as well as the ariistmastery over their medium. By forgoing

ink and working exclusively with water, the traces of human skill and mastery over the
materialis no longer visually available. Regardless of the effort invested iadinaty

of painting or writing, the watés gradual evaporation renders the traces of human
action and the textual or figurative messages previously created invisible. This

phenomenon leads the practitioner into a spiritual state of effortless attai@oegt
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describpetowiieven i f you do things i%Thisaense, youol
of thehuman losing control ovehewateri n S 0 n gmMayseasiydenditself to an

interpretation of water having autonomous capacities to convey the metaphorical
meaningof the work or sociecultural response, as mentiorssdbvei n t hi s chapt e

introduction.

However, through a processual and relational lens, we can uncover an alternative
understanding of the videos W¥ater Recordby dr awing attention t
emphasis on intersubjective relationships over detached objectivity. The portrayal of

water might suggest an unstable physical state, visually fluctuating between emergence

and gradual disappearance. This presentation may lead one to perceive watey as easil
influenced or controlled by the arfistintervention, such athroughbrushwork or
environmental settings. However, this perceived instability contrastghvathherent

physical stabilityof waterat a molecular level. Watér molecular structure, H20

remains unchanged as it transitions between solid, liquid, and gas statessiattbns

pertainingonly to the spacing and movement of its molecules.

This molecular stability is what enables water to actively participate in the unfolding
phenomenon of interaction within the artwork, reacting and performing in tandem with
the artisés actions and other material entifilse the brush and ston&/ater Records

leverages these qualities through intricate interdependencies between tle artist
actions, the storde surface, and environmental factors such as temperature and

humidity. The watds presence in the artwork is markedthgcontinuous interaction

28Sun Dongdong, fASong Do n deap9lhle5, 20llsaccessed Of The P
March 5, 2024http://www.leapleapleap.com/2011/07 fwessdom-of-the-poor/
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and cooperation with the elements, perpetually transforming and being transformed
within the constructed scene. This ceaseless metamorphosis of watateinRecords

is not solely a product of external manipulation but also a reflection of its molecular
resilience and adaptability. The process of water vanishing on the heated $taterin
Recordsis emblematic of natuée cycle of evaporation and precipitation. As water
transforms and seemingly disappears, it mirrors the natural cycle, reminding,us that
even in its apparent absence, water continues its jouaneyiscapable of reforming

and renewing itself in conducive conditions. This dynamic interplay within the artwork
underscores the importancetbé physical propertiesf waterin the ongoing process

of water drawings, subtly weaving in the theme of continuous natural transformation

The work more likely, extends an open invitation to natural and cultural processes to
partake in the evolution of the work, which never truly reaches completion unless the
artist halts their actionsr the environmental settidgin this case, the clesl frame of

a heated stor@eis disrupted. It remains inontinuousmotion through the seamless
replay of the videos, offering no stasis, no identifiable single moment, underscoring an
emphasis on unending transformation or relentless becoming. The apgdehlean
persuasiveness of this work derive, in part, from this dynamic complexity, attesting to
the intricate entanglement of natural resources, traditional cultural practices, and the

visual motifs drawn from daily life.

Water Recordghus prompts us to reflect on how a multitude of converging and
conflicting forces create the potential for interactions between human asttlinn
elements, and between nature and culture, in their dis/continuity and intersubjective

relationality. | argue titaNater Recordss not purely a display of the loss of control by
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accentuating waté own agency and its independent interpretative ability. Rather, it
represents more of a doing, an event, a phenomenon, or a happening. e Banasl

it could be chareterse d as t he fAworl dingo of dAdifferen
form through the relational intriaction among the artist, water, brush, and stéhie.

what follows, | will demonstrate that the work does not adhere to the dichotomy of

Awat erud wvidhjggnams Anatureo versus dculture. o
indivisibility of culture and natureor what Harawayroposea s finat urecul tur e
these Anaturecul tures, 0 rhaman rakeVickyrKdby cul t ur €
describest, all ane r gvithin & force field of differentiations that has no exteriority in

any f i n%his perspectve allows us to questiany established hierarchy

within anthropocentric discourse, whether stated outright or implied, and to

comprehend Sordg work in its full relational intricacy.

A number of authors such as Nancyods , follersnsaatdesr i &8 A N
Vocabulary of Waterand Laura Vermeerends fAWater Cal
Everyday %8 have already pointed ohibw,in Songs works waterpossesssmaterial

agency, an idea predicated on its processual nature of gradual disappearance. They

often interpret the material agency of water as independently executed by the water. |

argue, however, that this material agency of water doesgessarily imply its ability

to enact physical changes in itself. Instead, it might be more fitting, as Astrida Neimanis

suggeststo charactese it as watds responsivityits capacity to engage with other

2491bid., 140.
250Vicki Kirby, Telling Flesh: The Substance of the Corporé&lEdition (New York:
Routledge, 20141126 7.
SINancy, @Al mmateri al Mat er i al;iLaunaWermedrens sa, AA Vo
ifWater Calligraphy: Tniguasitivie ki A Stedy i Cont&mperaryy day 0 i n
Practices of Calligraphy in ChinéPhD Dissertation, University of Amsterdam, 2023,
127.
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substances and entities and to react by permfy@an actionl t i s a fAcapacity

precisely oOactived, but wWhich 6édoes somet hi

Water (H20) is at a molecular level a uniquely adaptable substai2@ is a polar
molecule,meaning it has a partial positive charge on one sideaapartial negative
charge on the other. This polarity allows water molecules to form hydrogen, bonds
which are crucial for its various states (solid, liquid, gas) and for its interactions with
other substances. Importantthe agencyof waterincludes the capacity to facilitate,
offering itself inthe serviceof other life forms, fostering diversity, and enabling new
life to come into existenc& he inherent capacity of water to respond and adapt to
different environments and substances isregtt its role in Son@ art, yethisis often

overlooked or rendered invisible.

Theprocess of evaporation, a key featur&io n wdrks, further exemplifies watésr
responsive nature. Evaporation is a cooling procassvater evaporates, it absorbs
energy from its surroundings, causing a temperature drop. This property is harnessed
in Songs works where the interaction of water with a heated stone sufaceritical

aspect that most current interpretations have overl@keals to evaporation, vidib
demonstrating the interplay between heat, water, and air. Sosgauéilheating device

to raise the temperature of the stone, a fact not readily discernible in the video. While
the water would still gradually evaporate even if the stone were nodhgaten its
application in quantities similar to the small, delicate amount of ink used in traditional

painting and calligraphy, the evaporation process would be considerably slower.

B2Astrida Neimanis, fAAlongside the Right to Wat
Imaginary9 Journal of Human Rights and the Environmgrit (2014)21.
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Without the heightened temperature of the sttmeyiewer would bemore likely to

see the entire illustration and would have to wait considerably longer to witness the

imagds disappearance, barring any video speed adjustments. This would result in a
heightened focus on the presence of the water and the content of ilegdraand

would not yield the rhythmic ebb and flow of the constant emergence and disappearance
of painted images that we observe. The intentional heating of the, stwre

significantly impacts the dynamism and interpretive richness of the work.

It is noteworthy thatSong consciously employs a heating device on the stone to
accelerate the wai@r evaporation process, thus achieving a more fluid and
synchronsed interplay otheemergence and disappearantéais imagesThe wateis
process of evaporath has beesped up bythe artificially manipulated conditions of

the stone upon which is drawn Its inherent property of evaporation is not negated,
but rather adjusted and amplified. Moreover, Song maintains a steady, unhurried pace
in his drawing. Ade draws, the images he credteginto fade before they are fully
realised, embodying the temporal nature of memory and perception. This process
mirrors the anticipatory and revisionary aspects inherent in any painting practice. Just
as an artist musisualise a concept before bringing it to life, and adapt as the médium

be it water or inB dries differently from how it was applied, S@sgvater drawings
require a similar foresight and adaptabilifhe constant emergence and vanishing of

the water tracgin Son@s work reflect these universal aspects of painting.

The viewer observes not only the creation of the image but also its transformation and
eventual disappearanaehich offersa profound insight into the creative process itself.

This cycle of ceation and diggpearance exemplifies the ongoing processes of
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anticipation and revision that all artists experience. Each stroke of the brush is both an
act of creation and an acceptance of inevitable change, embodying the fluidity and
impermanence of artistic expression. Thus, while the vigvegtention is drawn to the
rhythmic flow of appearance and disappearance, it also subtly highlights the dynamic
nature of artistic creation. The emphasis is less on the final product or itsigloten
message and more on the act of mateattin itsel® an ongoing, evolving process

that positions transformation as a persistent aspect of embodied existence and

subjectification.

As such, the work emphass the plasticity of water, not merely itrhlessness, in its

interrelation with the stone, demonstrating its capacity to adapt to the influence of other

forces, materials, or environmental conditions. The heated stone and tige actishs

do not overridehewat er 6 s i nher e meyjtredacgieto a mere tovloof do t
human manipulation and environmental design. Védatemolecular structure,

charactesed by its polarity, allows it to form hydrogen bonds, rendering it an effective

solvent that can dynamically interact with various elemeimsuding materials,
environments, and the artist himself. This intricate interplay of entities, coalescing into

a coherent rhythm of water drawings, attests to theé@rtista c k nowl edgement of
vitality, agency, and responsiveness. It is a harmmigstament to the interplay

between human and natural worlds, smoothly interweaving with the forces and
movements present in the inative settings, subtly altering teagerepresentations

while also being changed in return.

Some might argue thatylusing water in place of ink for calligraphic writing or ink

painting, and thus erasing visible, lasting representations, Song is making a critical
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statement about traditional cultural practices that are bound by rigid ideological
perspectives or deternmigtic views of the world>3 However, | argue that Song is
essentially embodying the very essence of the materialibe@hinese writing system,
while simultaneously rejecting the tethering of his artishdeavows to any specific

cultural dogmas or dimitive worldviews.

In classical calligraphyas summerised byoseph R. Allenthe visual impact of the
written word often takes precedence over its literal meatthgllen provides an

illustrative examplenith Wa ng Xi z hi] @al-knpwn work,i Pr ef ace t o th
Or chi d Pavi](Tang Dyoasty, fig34). While the calligraphic presentation

of this work is widely appreciated, few engage with its actual text, and fewer still delve
into the poems it introducés® This separation of form and conteis a prominent
characteristiof East Asian calligraphywWaku Miller, whom Allen cites, notes that
newcomers to this art form are often surprised to find that the meaning of the text rarely
influences its executiofr® Discussions surrounding calligraphy seldom involve the
content of the work; rather, they focus on the creative process and aesthetic output. This
phenomenon draws attention to the materiality of the Chinese writing system. Unlike

alphabetical systems, Ciase characters do not consistently rodp specific verbal

253 Seee.g.,Martina Kgppel-Yang, Semiotic Warfare: A Semiotic Analysis, the Chinese
AvantGarde, 19791989(Hong Kong: Timezone 8 Limited, 200240-244 Gao Minglu,
AAParticular Time, Specific Space, My Trutho:
A r t @éntimomies of Art and Culture: Modernity, Postmodernity, Contemporareeity
Antonio Negri, Geeta Kapur, and Rosalind Krauss (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2009), 1331 6 4 ; Birgit WMieogiclmbiamaes betivden Ichag® and Script:
Calligraphic Reconfigur at i &lactive AffimitieS:GEstihge mpor ar y
Word and Image Relationshipsds, Catriona MacLeod, Charlotte Sche@lass,and
Véonique Plesch I eiden:Brill, 2009), 387399.
Z4A1 1 en, AWop#s as Things
258 |bid.
XbWaku Mill er, @ATr an Jdcteon: dhe Dramalofrthe Stylud im Ortentad n, 0 i n
Calligraphy, ed. Ishikawa Kyuyoh (Tokyo: International House of Japan, 2011), xv.
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sounds?®’ This lack of predictability allows the written form to attain a sort of
independence, both across time (diachronically) as pronunciations evolve, and across
space (synchronically) in ¢hdiverse range of Chinese dialefiNevertheless, even

while appreciating this materiality, most analyses of Chinese writing still situate it

within a framework of linguistic communication, albeit a complex Ofe.

| shi kawa reBeptiexplorhtionsothefi t a c of icatligraphy highlighted by
Allen, may be one of the few studies that ap
writing.26°Kyuyoh useshe termfit act i ono t o denote the physi
of a stylus on its mediungxploring its implications in diverse contexts, from ancient
oracle bones to modern calligraphic paintingiéss study goes some way towards
understanding Chinese writing as a thing in itself, rather than simply a vehicle for
linguistic expression. He says

Taction is the stuff of calligraphy, just as sound is the stuff of music. In music,

the vibration of a sound source propagates waves, which travel through the air to

the ear of the listener, who then perceives sounds. Similarly, subtle hotion

vibrationd is the essence of taction. The tip of the brush is ever undulating while

in contact with its medium. And differences in the character of that undulation

define the differences that we perceive in tactfdn.
I n Songdbs work, the oor utshhed ss tcoomes@ sa ng u rufnadcud
enduring visible trace, elicits a symphony of tactile sensations. The varied textures of
the stone directly influence the brush tip

this interaction would inevitably lead tbe gradual wearing away of the brush itself.

When the brush encounters a smooth surface, akinaiopaper, it glides effortlessly,

BTAl | en, AWopes as Things
258 |pid., 91.
259 |bid.
260 |bid.
%61 |shikawa Kyuyoh;Taction: The Drama of the Stylus in Oriental Calligraptmans. Waku
Miller (Tokyo: International House of Japan, 2011), 4.
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giving rise to a wave of fluid movements. Whiean paper could allow the artist to
produce delicate and expressive imgger textual results, it often demanskilful

control of brushwork and the amount of ink applied to prevent the fraggepaper

from becoming overly absorbent or wrinkled and broken from excessive brush pressure.
This constant care and contrpteventthe artistfrom fully immersng himself in the

tactile experience of thateraction ofbrush and paper. The needtmtinuouslyadjust
techniqued such as the force of holding the brush and the speed of appl&atzm
overshadow the materiality of tmeakingprocess and diminish the tactile interaction

between the artist and the materials he engages with.

Conversely, Song uses storgedense, hard and unyielding material with a sense of
permanence and solidity thieesists the varying forces of brushwork. When the brush

meetsthe stonesurface, replete with natural variations amtuneven texture, the

movement of the brush adjusts accordingly. This leads to diverse, immediate, and
intimate physical feedback, fositeg a potent dialogue between artist, brush, watet

stone. As Song moves his brush slowly and
sensation transforms into a tangible exploration of texture and natural form. The
hardness of t heirregutantiesetlie groavas and Aitalldhese pffer

a platform far more tactile and engaging thaman paper. This focus on an intense

moment of contact, devoid of any permanent visible traces, and the ensuing subtle

variations gives the artist a heigened sense of presence.

This opens up the opportunity for the artist to not only feel the handling of thédbrush
as in traditional practices of calligraphy and painting in which the brush is often the

primary conduit of feeling and which offers artistsactile connection to their wark
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but also other materiasin this case, stone and waieinvolved in the act of painting.

Song extends this connection to incorporate a broader range of tactile experiences,
reminiscent of thenterplay ofstone and waten the aesthetics and meaning of Chinese

gardens, where these elements are central to the creation of harmony and contemplative
beautyIn these settingstone and water are not merely decorative elements but central

to fostering an atmosphere of harmoagd contemplative beauty, integral to the

garden's design and philosophical ethéhen painting with water on heated stone

through slow and stegdaction, Songis not just in touchwith the brush; he is also
sensing the stoneds hard, rough surface th
waterds responsive and plastic nature to ¢

performing its transient, fluid dance.

In this way, Sonchereembodies the materiality inherent in the making of Chinese
calligraphy or paintingby movingfocus away from the traditional reliance on precise
brush control, meticulous management of the amount of ink, and a keen sense of
metaphysical manifestationsistead Songconstructs his makingrocesgrom a more
ontological approach, positioning the work as a matelisdursive phenomenon where

stone, artist, wateand brush interplay.

This intraactivity enriches a haptic or sensuous experience of thengapkocess and,

as Ishikawa describes, defines the variations we perceive in taction, which diverge from

the traditional calligraphic or painting practigéhichtends to be humaecentred often

with a predetermined goal of linguistic meanings or expregsctorial representations

and an aim to embody met amakingmocessaoffersmani f est

new set of potential meanings, derived not from the content of the writing or painting,
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but rather from the very sensatéthe affective experiemcof ongoing entanglements

with materials he engages with durinig practice.

The dynamic interdependericevhere all elements are mutually constitutive and

engaged in a process of continuous emergence and disapp8&ati@anoenstrates how

a traditional acof painting or calligraphy can become deeply entwined with natural

materialsl i ke st one apaidtingpracticeis rootedhdhe gch lsistory of

Chinese cultural practices of writing or paintifigne stone anthewater are not simply

passive objects subjected to human conceptions and cultural practices; rather, they
possess agential capacities to influence, respond, collab@rated actively A
something 8§t one provides more than a backdrop f
variedt ext ure and hard surface influence the
water, and thus the temporary impressions left behind. It imparts its own irregularities,

its hardness, and temperature, to the brus
strokes. It becomes an active participant, shaping and directing the flow of water,
altering the motion of the brush, and affe
characteristics of the stone inform and influence the cultural act of painting,

demonstrating an active interplay between the two.

Similarly, alsowater enacts its agential forces. Its fluidity and transience render each

stroke ephemeral, constantly shifting and evolving in response to the heated stone
surface, the air or environment condi ti ons, and dobseot arti st o
merely follow the path dictated by the brush; it may pool in crevices, flow along lines

of least resistance, or evaporate at varying rates. Each stroke is not only dictated by

Songbés hanyd tbhuet ianitseor pd ay bet ween the wate
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stoneds solid form.

In thisway, we see the natural world actively shaping a cultural practice. The cultural

act of painting does not mask or repress the natural elements; instead, it cetabrate

and becomes a part of them. Nature is not a silent backdrop to culture, nor is culture an
artificial imposition on nature. They emerge together in a constant, dynamiadatita,

where material agencies and human agency do not act in isolatianflbence and
shapeoneamt her . Songbés action, the movement of
the texture and temperature condition of the stone all contribute to a continuous and
inseparable movemehta conti nuum of Anat ussectedittd ur es o

discrete instances or reduced to an aggregation of points.

iv. The structuring of the spatio-temporal narrative
An observable trend of depriodtig and depolitiging space emerges the creative
realm of Song&ssbrngor ks e-based workd such@® ngds w:
Mei gi n Wangos WuBr HwRamaknggBeijingt Midhanmen Square
and theCreation of aPolitical Space frequentlyemphasises the environmental or
spatal contexts to interpret the artistic intentions and implications of his
performances®? For instance, in his worlStamping the Wate(fig. 31), Song
interacted with the surface of Tibetobs Lha
the Chinese characte f o r Thevchdice of the Lhasa River as the setting is not
just symbolic; it is a vital body of water steeped in historical and cultural significance.

The riverods fl ows l ink past and present,

%®2Me i gqi n, A\BuHuegRémaking Bejjing: Tiananmen Square and the Creation of
a Political Space(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005).
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resistance amsgl ongoing socip ol i t i c al tensions with China
river becomes a site where different temporal and spatial dimensions intersect, creating

a complex narrative field. Schol ars may vi

direct commetary on issues of control, power, and identity, positioning the river as

more than just a geographical location but a dynamic participant in the artwork. The act

of stamping fiwatero on the riveros surface

symboland its physical counterpart, underscoring the fluidity of cultural and political

meanings ascribed to both. Thus, the river acts as a powerfuttapaceexus, where

the pressing of the wooden seal becomes an act of marking time and asserting cultural

naratives within the continuously evolving sogolitical landscape of Tibet.

In another pieceBreathing (fig. 33), the artist positioned himself face down in

Tiananmen Square in saero conditions, remaining for forty minutestil his breath

condensed into a thin layer of idéhe spatial context of this wadkTiananmen Square

being loaded with political significanéegives it a pronounced soemlitical

di mension. Scholars suggest tlbcatibns®ighh gds sir
subtly critique political power or meditate on individual existence within a politically

charged space.

A Pot of Boiling Wate(1995, fig.35) offers another compelling example. In this piece,
Song walkedhrougha Beijing alleywaywhile pouring boiling water from a pofthe
location emphasises the ephemeral nature of his aétittressteam from the boiling
water quickly dissipates in the cold air, providing a subtle critique of the transient nature
of the cityscape and the vanishing alleygr@mblematic of local culture. The setting

underlines the often overlooked and mundane sites of life, tucked away from the public
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gaze, which renders the work an intimate glimpse into urban life. The alleyway, a public
yet residential space, carries dealnnotations of the domestic and the communal,
enhancing the socipolitical resonance of the work. Here, boiling water, typically a
household element, gains broader symbolic significance when taken into the public
realm. It suggests that personal or daicenatters are inseparable from larger societal

changes, further blurring the boundaries between private and public spaces.

Each work unfolds within a specific spatial context that significantly contributes to its

conceptual meanings and potential squiditical interpretations. Indeed, in each of

these wor ks, the choice of |l ocation, or fis
integr al component of the artwork~és concep
its potential meanings and implicate Hence, current studies underscore the
significance of space and environment i S
backdrops but as active contributors to the sgoiitical dimensions of his
performances.

These studies demonstrate a tendeoattribute primacy to the spatial component of
Songb6s works, acknowledging that space an

This perspective aligns with Doreen Massey not i on of fAPhehclcance

regards space as a dynamic entitg ifith possibilitie$®® She emphases that space
is not a static backdrop, but an arena for serendipitous encounters and confrontations,

providing a platform for creativity?* As in S 0 n yd@ks, thesiteshe chooses be it

a Tibetan river, Tiananmen Square, or the alleys of Béijjiegnbody t hi s fAchan

263 Doreen Masseyor SpacgLondon, California, and New DelfBAGE Publications Ltd,
2005), 111.
264 pid.
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spaced These are sites of confrontation, where the artist, his materials, the environment,
and the potential audience intersect, and the unpredictabilithese interactions

generate unique meanings with sepwitical resonances.

However, whil e current i nt er pse the mleé ofon s
space, thewreoftenatrisk of reducingthis to static representation. The connotational
charactersation of spaces as inert can obscure its dynamic qualities, which may
inadvertently limit our understanding of its sogiolitical potential. This narrow view

of space runs the risk of conflating change with events, potentially overlooking the
corntinuous unfolding of the political within these spaces. Moreover, psétion
should not be seen as finite or fixed within a specific space or ttinwveuld be naie

to view spaceas an unchallenged objectivity. This could lead to a fixation on meaning
within rigid topographies, restricting our understanding to fixed significations. This
fixated interpretation would result in a totalitarian illusidime belief that one could

fully master a system of signification.

It is crucial to recogise the continuous flow of meaning forming a complex and
dynamic web of interpretations. As Butkend Athenathanasiou contend, we should

remain open to Aunprefigurable future

S

of

gr

established boundaries of significarfel n t he s a meWatereReeords Song o s

devoid of overt spatial referencestnot merely as depolitisation of spatial discourse,
where space is transformed into temporal dimensions and reducsdripla sirface

element. Rather than fixating on statepresentations of space, this work redirects our

265 Judith Butler and Athena Athanasidispossession: The Performative in the Political
(Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2013)).
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attention to the fluidity of existence, reminding us that our fundamental essence is not
captured within the confines of place but is woven through the unfolding of time. This
perspective emphasis the mportance of seeing beyond the limitations of spatial
constraints and appreciating the temporal processes that constitute our being and

becoming.

Unlike his other water works many of which were created during the mideties

and anchored in specific ldea laden with symbolic and sogmlitical significancé

Water Recordscreatedaroundfifteen years later, presents a tightly focused view that

i sol ates the artistés hand, a brush, trace:
The complete shapef the stone, let alone any surrounding environment, is
purposefully excluded. This work eschews any overt syrsdtain that might be
associated with spatial el ements, a frequer
This deliberate distancing fmospatial symbolism is a noteworthy decision, considering

the potential layers of meaning the artist could have imbued the work with, as
demonstrated in his earlier projects. HoweveMater Records A s aafeatire

that scholars could hardly overlodk his previous work® no longer seems to be

S o n griinary concern. Instead, the work seems to prserihe phenomenon of the

paintingitself, and its vanishing procesan event that unfolds in rei@the, not confined

to any particular location or comtie Ultimately, in this process, theontemporary

issues related to diversity are minimised, the accountability of individuals in creating

spatial inequalities isvadedand the role of space as a facet of social life that intersects

with various developmental paths is negated.

| n S dVaar Rexordsthe traditional interpretation of spaag a static or locatien
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specific entity is reconsidered. The work instead cultivates a nuanced interaction

bet ween time and space, setti Aimensaylet age wh
particularlyi 1 | umi nat iviewis thd$pases poyadixeed or preestablished

construct, but a phenomenon emerging from and constructed by relationships,
interactions, and ongoing processes of transformatf®pace is seen as an evolving

product of the simultaneous -existence of diverse entities, always receptive to new

formations, encounters, and potentialifi&s.

At the heart ofWater Recordss the act of painting with water on a heated stone,
encapsulang the cycle of emergence and disappearance. The artist, the brush, the water,

and the ston@ each bearing its own established notions of form and furétion
converge i n a specific arrangement . Thi s
s p ad atérm Massegmploy$ to signify a realm of potential unpredictabilff.In

lieu of a set spatial context or prescribed script, the emerging interrelationships within

this workthemselvedecome a form of spageone that is fluid, constantly forming,

and inherently muittaceted?®® Songs act of painting is less about reproducing familiar

forms or actions and more about unearthing potential novelties arising from the intra

action of different elements. The resulting artwork, influenced by these unigue
interconnections, igeither predetermined nor static; it is in a perpetual state of creation
andrecr eati on, embodying Masseybs concept of

Aimul tiplicityo and fi%Inahlswense®ateu Redogds const |

creates a viewm experience that transcends specific geographical locations,

266 Massey For Space.
267 |bid.
268 |bid., 11.
269 |bid.
2701bid., 9.
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emphasing instead the temporal unfolding of the warntinuouslyformed and

reformed by the interaction between artist, brush, water, and heated stone.

Massey0s satomafspgce prampts us to perceive beyond the individual
agencies of wvarious materials or human act
tracesor the artisfs continuous astof painting. Instead, it encourages the conception

of a tapestry of experiéial trajectories that allow for multiplicity. This perspective

suggests a novel way of engaging with space, enabling the temporal experience
constructed throughVater Recorda o be part of what Massey |
pl aceo: a stogatheen eosfanaihavbidatdevcimallenge of navigating the

present moment a negotiation taking place within and between the human and the

nonhuman, constitut.idg the fevent of place

If we shift our perception of Sofg workd transitioning from a viewpoint #i
considers space as distinct, bounded locations acquiring meaning via the relationships
we build over time, to understanding space as phenomena emerging freactitns

and forming parts of contingent situations and trajectériesloes not discounthe
relevance of space in our existence. Instead, this paradigm shift allows for an emergent
understanding of the work, revealing novel perspectives rather than merely replicating
what is already known. Adele Claidse statement drives this poittome fiThe
conditions of the situation are in the situatidrhere is no such thing as context. The
conditional elements of the situation need to be specified in the analysis of the situation

itself asthey are constitutive of,ihot merely surrounding it or frangnt or contributing

271 |pid., 151, 141.
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to it. They are it?"?

This reinterpretation foregrounds the inherent role of space within these interactions.
Viewed in this light, space or place is not a mere enclosure or frame of the situation,
but an integral, constitutive compent of it. This change in perspective does not strip
spaces of their significance. On the contrary, these spaces remain as fundamental
elementdor providing context, shaping interpretations, and defining experiences, while
being intimately interwoven wiin the everchanging flux of interactions and evolving

events.

Thisalso chimeswitBar adés concept of space and ti me
and space do not allude to fixed or immutable facets of reality. Rather, they are formed
and shaped throughateriatdiscursive practices. As she articulates,
Time is not merely that the future and the past arethetéand never sit still,
but that the present is not simply ha@wv. Multiply heterogeneous iterations all:
past, present, future, not in aagbn of linear unfolding, but threaded through
one another in a nonlinear enfolding of spacetimemattgrihg’
This complex temporal framework, entwined wila r aundérstanding of materiality,
implies a continuous state of change and transformatider paradigm, time is not a
static entity serving as a substance, measure, or backdrop; it is a relative construct that

co-emerges with other factors. Change, then, becomes the connective thread binding

temporality and materiality.

Expl or i nWaterSRecogl® B r o u g h ¢ 8 1a ¢ a ggacetoneEmattering

22pdel e E. Clarke, ASituational Analyses: Groun
Turn® Symbolic Interactior26.4 @003): &1.
2Barad, AQuantum Entanglements, o 244.
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illuminates the intricate entanglement of space, time, and matter. The ongoing process
illustrated inWater Recordsan be viewed as an experimental apparatus embodying
this complex interplayThe work is not constrained by a defined start or end @oint
though with patient observatiohe viewer may discern the video looping after
approximately six drawings. Instead, it engages in a perpetual cycle of circulation,
articulation, and repetition, allowirtheviewer to enter the experience at any moment
and encounter a consistent experienigergby surpassing linear narratives. The work
representsa temporally varied and spatiallyeterotopicrealm, intertwining past,
present, and future in a ndinear sequence of moments and placEsis realm
functions as a dynamic space where conventideaiporal boundaries dissolve,
allowing narratives and experiences to fold into each other, creating a complex tapestry
of interactions that challenge our perceptions of time and spadest glance, the
ephemerality of the water used in the creatiothefartwork might be perceived as a
simple nod to the transience of the present moment. Yet it is in this fleetingness that
Water Recordsubtly encapsulates the fluidity and continuity of time. Watability

to make a temporary mark is a potent reminofepast actions. The marks, though
transient, bear evidende an action that once took place, effectively embodying the
past in the present. As the water dries up and the mark disappears, the past action is not
forgotten but instead transferred into gtered experiences tife viewer, becoming

part of a collective memoryrheseshared remembrances anchor the fleeting present to

a communal past within the audiencebs cons

Meanwhile, the watés potential to evolve into new images in theure adds a
forwardlooking dimension to the work. Each interaction, each mark made, is a new

possibility, a testament to the potentialitfythe future The fluid transformations of
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water serve as a metaphor for the dynamism of life, reinforcing thehdéhe future
is not a fixed point but a realm of endless possibilities waiting to unfold. Furthermore,
the four video projections used\Mater Recordproduce a captivating visual mosaic

that further manifest the wadk nonlinear narrative of time.

As a result, th&Vater Records i ewer 6 s experience of present
herenow but includes various ndmear iterations of the past, present, and future,

which interlocks in a nofinear envelopment of spacetimemattering, contradjdtie

traditional rhetoric of impermanence. This spacetimemattegiry e mbodi ed i n So
work, leads to a deeply stratified and iterative exploration of both material and
discursive conditiongnabling a multifaceted experience, scrutinycamprehension

of phenomenal he work staunchly rejects any static or-oveey progression, remaining

deeply anchored in the muKtalar process of forming understanding. This structuring

of the spatiectemporal narrative withinNVater Recordsexists within anetwork of

interrelated activities and experiences. The significance of these activities and
experiencegmerges from their intricate intertwining of time and space, fraittiag

ongoing process of assigning meaning to lived experiences in a distincpadip

temporal manner.

V. Ecologicalawarenessemerges from theprocess ofmaking
This chapter has focused on exploring water in art as human ardunanco-
production and intraction This perspective challenges the traditional hucemtric
dichotomy ad emphasesthe existence od more entangled relationship with water
and other noihuman agents. The complex nature of such practices, where the

constructed and natural spaces blend and form unique phenomena, facilitates our
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understanding of the dynamitterplay between culture and nature. These expressions
of form, serving as productive reconfigurations of human anehnoman relationships,
promote the comprehension of environmental metamorphoses and ecological
awareness. Despite their ephemeral natingk seemingly nemvasive construction,
these forms illustrate the fluidity of our interactions wotlr environment, weaving a

mesh of sensory experiences, meanings, practices, and theories.

Before we delve into this ecological perspective, it is alutth acknowledge the
historical and cultural context surrounding environmental consciousness in China.
Unlike the Western world, Chinhas not experienag a significant environmental
movement, nohasit producel any seminal work on the topic, likeRa c h e | Carsonbo.
Silent Spring1962). Furthermore, thehas beemo prevalent trend of land or earth art
serving as a forerunner to ecological &bwever, recently, there has beense of
ecological awareness within Chinese conterapo art, although its influence is
relatively limited. Few Chinese artists have dedicated their entire careers to addressing
ecological or environmental issues. Instead, they tend to commit a specific period of
their caree® varying from artist to artigt to engage with ecological concerns. This
context sets the stage for our examination of the ecological awareness revealed through

Songs work.

Water Recordspaints a tableau of entanglement, shedding light on the intricate
interdependencies between humaid aorhuman entities. The artwork underscores
how these relationships have evolved and how natural forces intertwine with human
activities. The components engaged in the mabingess of the wortk the water,

heated stone, brush, the afBdtody, and theideo apparatu$s coalesce into a narrative
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of ecological symbiosis, interdependence, and complexity, shaping its spatiotemporal
mattering. ExploringNater Recordshrough the lens of its natucelture® or intra
actions between humamnd norhumang expose the way the work redefines the
human relationship withs environment. It presents the human right to waterestber

a constructnor an inherent natural fact, but as a natotddural or intraactive
phenomenon imbued with sense and meartitgge, water, along with other material

and human elements, fosters awareness ofontlinear time anda working toward

productive cohabitation.

Yet as various environmental movements have highlighted, expressing concern for
bodies of water does not nesarily challenge the ontological paradigms that permit

their exploitationFor that to happen, i$ crucial to transcend humanism as the central

tenet of ontology and ethics. This calls for a displacement of anthropocentrism, and a

redefinition of soveregn ont ol ogi c al subjectivity.
of t he A Mawhiclke emphdsesl @dudlisng hierarchy, and linear chains of
meaning,we are urged tembrae nonconventional modes of existence and explor
diverse ecological bodies ofater?’*Instead ofstudying the role of water from a

A n a t-facusedperspectivédVater Recordblurs the dualistic hierarchy of modern
thought,highlighting the intertwined existence of nature and culture, and the fusion of
imagination with material redy. Wat er in this artwork
e ¢ o | 26 caling for an approach akin to the prosthetic vision proposed by Haraway

and Barad. This perspectigecentuates how our physical experience and our symbiotic

274\/al Plumwood Feminism and the Mastery of Natuiew York: Routledge 1993).

Fol

2’Dagmar LorensMe yer , et al ., f@AAnthropocene Ecol ogies

i n Lat e QavpNateralisinRositioropaper of Working Group 2, COST Action
IS1307(2015) 2i 4.
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relationships with other entisd such as watér form the foundation of our

comprehension of both nature and culture.

To some extent, the ecological consciousness illuminated thidiaggr Recordsan
be viewed as a manifestation of traditional Chinese ecological philosophy, mosy notabl

t he concept 0 of-tiFféy]. This ancient doctrine underscores the

interconnectedness of humans and the environment, advocating for human actions that
are in harmony with the rhythms of the natural world. Daoist thought further amplifies
this interconnectedness. As posited by Laozi, humans draw their law from the Earth,
the Earth from Heaven, and Heaven from the Dao. Essentially, nature is the supreme
reality, with humans being an integral part of it. Consequently, human activities should
resonate with natuée fluctuations. This interpretation promotes actions that are
congruent with nature oboth anontological, sociepolitical, and moral dimension.

Interest ng !l vy, t he ¢ onocedate sofn orit depi ct a stati

humans and nature, but signifieather,a dynamic relationship between culture and
nature,and between the human and the heavenly. This relationality challenges the

anthropocentric pgpective often dominant in ethical discourse.

Il n the articl e @nkAnathem AnimauiryfonSyminiotia Readhgofyodr
ChiaLing Wang delves into Chinese ecological wisdom through the prism of
reciprocal learning’® Drawing upon the concepif symbiosi§ a close biological
interaction between different spede%vang, through adopting the perspective of

Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess, argues that every being on the planet is

28ChiaLi ng Wang, fdALearning from and for One Anott
L e a r nHducaional Philosophy and Theof4(11) (2019): 11641172.
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interconnected and interdependéft. This holistic view aligns withthe ancient

Chinese phil os oplisymbioti€ reldtionships, encapsulating- co

dependency and joint evolution, exist not only between biological organisms but also

between humans, other living beings, and-liaing entities.

Songs painting process iater Recordss far from a onalirectional assertion of
human intent on passive natural elements. On the contrary, it involves a dynamic
exchang@ his artistic gestures interact with the inherent characteristidsedraVvious

of the stone and water, creating a fluid, adaptive piece thatesvwith the natural
properties of these materiald/ater Recordsloes not aim to dominate or modify the
materials to fit a prestablished aesthetic, but rather seeks harmony withdthem
aligning the makingprocess with the intrinsic nature of the stone aater. This

echoes the Daoiwet 0 c)fwhake genotesoactionitivaugh ron

action,and human alignmentith the natural progression of things.

Seen through this prism, Sasgwork transcends the confines of a simple artistic
pursui® it becomes a performance of an @@ Chinese philosophy, a vibrant
depiction of the symbiosis between humans and nature, and an explicit representation
of the dynamic, reciprocal relationshipcapsulatedy fi . €onsequently,
Water Recordemerges as a profound reflection on the ethical implications of our
relationship with the natural world, underscoring the necessity for harmony, respect,

and mutual interaction over domination or exploitation.
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I n this sense, Soattyifes displayta prefdundaespeat,fancdt i ce an
interest in water that extends beyond its aesthetic qualities to enconijudaks

ecological and ethical dimensions. Evidence of this deeper engagement is his
participation i n the MfrKte.epfeKese pper & heet Waheer

ADef ender of Wa]tiea aonsdrvation movement dedicated to the

preservation of water resources. Initiated and directed by artist and environmental
activist Betsy Damon in 1991, the campaign took root in Chengt6 andin Lhasa

in the Tibet Autonomous Region in 1996. Damon inviteath international and

Chinese artists including Dai Guangyu, Song Dong, Yin Xiuzhen, Zhang Shengquan
(Datong Dazhang), and Zhang Ririo participate.This artistcollective engaged in
performance and installation art to raigeblic awareness of water conservation.
AKeepers of t he Waterso sought to enrich

through a series of communitiriven, collaborative, and participatory performances.

Songs participation in the AKeepers of the W
in water extends beyorsimplyusingtas an arti stic medium. Hi s
of water, orits intraacting agency, signifies a pronounced ecological or ethical
consciousness. His involvement in watellated art projects, includingater Records

and related activities, underscores a deep reverence for water. His explorations of

wateis potental to enact alternate meanings and capacities further evidence this regard.

Songs recognition otheliveliness, agency, and intelligenoéwateris instrumental

in fostering a more expansive understanding of this elerirehis work, wateris not

a mee silent canvas or a passive resource awaiting human manipulationeitthisr

powerless, lifeless, or submissive.
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While humans are indeed capable of shaping, directing, and confining water in
numerous waysy\Water Recordslemonstrates that water possesa will of its own.

This focus on mattés vi brancy C 0 n ne conceptob agenkial t o
separability andscholar of environmentalstudies Stacy Alaimds idea of trans
corporeality’’®Al ai mo uses B aactodtd snderscoe shdtumans nt r a
are intertwined with other human and Ammman entitiesn an everchanging, porous
environment. As Alaimop ut s It Aithe materi al envi
incal cul abl e, interconnected agenci eso
and even personal decisions within a continuously evolving landscape of constant
interplay, intraaction, emerge c e ,  a°8y explosng thedrole of water Water
Recordsthrough its agential capacities in a continuous process of naturecultural
entanglement, we are reminded that water, despite our efforts to comprehend it, always
retains an element of enigmasonsistently remaining one step beyond our

understanding.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the waysvhich Son@gs Water Recordgresents a layered

and tenaciously iterative narrative of the natardture continuum. It has shown how
the dynamic irgrplay of forces and flows within the work induces a shift from a sole
focus on objectentric art towards the embrace of a more situational and
phenomenological perspective. This perspective unfolds within a constructed,
heterotopic field that interlacéemporal and spatial dimensions. Moreov@rp n g 6 s

videos artfully capture the ephemeral processes of appearance and disappearance from

278 Stacy AlaimoBodily Natures Science, Environment, and the Material $Blbomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 2010).
219 |pid., 21.
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a viewing anglethat is closeto the artisfs perspective. Presented in a compelling,
immersive manner, the strategicpesy of four videos o¥Water Records The Allure

of Mattertransformghe viewelinto aparticipant within an unfolding situation, thereby
creating an opeended, vibrant experiential realm for the audiel¢ater Recordshy
highlighting the interconneéedness of all life forms and elements within the biosphere,
invites are-evaluation of the role of water, prompting reflection on environmental
interdependencies and the inseparablearstitution of nature and culturand of

humars and norshumans. Through this analysikjs chapterhas revealethe need to
develop a more mindful, conscious, and reciprocal relationship with our shared world,
enhancing our awareness and understanding of the complex, interconnected system that

constiutes our biosphere.
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Chapter 3
Material 6s Capacity f &00Lafiepspfdnkcy 6: Yang

This chapter expands the discussion of ar f
capacities of material iMaterial Art usi ng Yang Ji)pantngsmmfgdés ( bo
the 100 Layers of Inkseries (19801999) as a case studihis chapter reconsiders the

traditional view of the artist as a privileged human subject fithcontrol over the

creation and direction of an artwork. Instead, it contendghkeabaterialsusedin art

work possess their own agentic capacities that carngildo the evolution and

emergence ofhe work. These materials actively produce effects and engage-in art

processes in collaboration with human actants (artistethedootential creators). This

aligns with theendeavows of New Materiaist theorists ke Barad and Bennett, who

seek to broaden the concept of agency to inahastehumanforcesi For mat er i al it
al ways more than 6émered matter; it encompa:
or difference that activates matter, making it -se#fative, productive, and

unpredittabl e. 0

By situating Yangods wor ksiapossessidnofgrinsicat i ve o
agentic capacities, the chapter examines thmakihgprocessas a space where
inanimatematted ink andotherpotential materialssuch axuanpaper and gaude

transition from beinginderhuman control to acting as -e@ents. Yang has spent a

decade (1989999) meticulously working with ink, creating a series with the base

namelOO0 Layers ofrk|[ ], often distinguishing individual works with numbers

or the year of creation. While most pieces carry the series title, some have unique names

280 Coole and Frostjyew Materialisms9.
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like One Hundred Miles Squardd ] (1990, fig.4), or names that reflect their

monochromatic shapes and abstract resemtdancgpecific objects, as seenTine

Moon and theSun(1991, fig.5) andLadder to Heaver§1992, fig.6). Despite their

varied titles and some works having more d
mgority of pieces inL00 Layers of Inkhare similar monochromatic forms of multiple

layers of wrinkled, inksoaked paper, making it difficult to distinguish one work from

another.

Thefirst works of the serie€l989, fig.7) were created during a n gatisipation as

one of three Chinese artists chosen forgitmeindbreakingexhibition Magiciens de la
Terreat the Centre Pompidou in Paris in 1989. Within the confines d?dnepidou,

he filled an enclosed space by suspending four colossal rectangular works at a distance
from the walls. This exhibition marked the genesis of X6 Layers of Inlseries,

which has since evolved and unfolded over the course of decades, odbasiona
undergoing changes in materials used. While the majority of the canonical works were
created on a human scale (suci@8 Layers of Ink, No.ib size 0f170.2 x186.1 cm,

fig. 8), often adopting irregular square and rectangular formats that werdysligh
smaller than the immersive installation the Magiciensexhibition (eachof those
paintings is 420 x 280 cm), the series gradually expanded beyond rectilinearity,

exploring round, irregular, organic, and other representational forms.

All of the works in the series showcgs®minenthybrid material effects of three
dimensionality, light, blackness, denseness, and laminates. The layered and wrinkled

ink-soaked papers create a relief of a seemingly sculptural pattern that floats above a
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relatively smooth, muted, dark background. The relief of layers of ink offers textural
changes, which creates visual ambiguity that invites shifting viewing experiences,
evoking feelings of infinity, mystique, or contemplative tranifyil depending on the
viewer 6s position. As testified by the tit]l
becomes aware that these varied effects are the outcomes of repetitive layering acts

with ink and paper.

It is worth notingthat Yang did not simply intend to construct a singular monochrome
with a general sculptural effect. Rather, each work in the series is designed as a collaged
monochrome consisting of a relatively pale black paper that encloses a darker,
sculptural core taits centre The surface of the pale section appeara #sn, matte

effect. It is not fullyor evenly soaked with inkandso the viewer can still identifthat

the inkis appliedto xuanpaper. The uneven and irregular representation of ink in this
area suggests a rough application by the artist, without multiple layers of ink. On the
other hand, the surface of the central section displays a heavier, darker, and shimmering
effect, with the paper appearing to be completely saturated with ink, leavirigmo

areas. This results in the viewer perceiving the central part as visually prominent,
resembling a sculptural element, while the surrounding pale inked paptp@mars aa

flat background, despite both being created on the shewt ofkuanpaper. Athough

both sections are soaked with ink, their distinct effects differentiate themdinem

amother.

Many works of theLl00 Layers of Inkeries have been exhibited woevldde, including
the display of works lik&Nos. 1,2and3 (1994) (figs.8i 10), which has beerfieatured

in influential exhibitionssuch adnk Art: Past as Present in Contemporary Chata
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The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, in 2014. These exhibitions have sparked
extensive discussions surrounding theesewithin the contexts of Chinese avgatde

art, abstract art, contemporary ink art, and other relevant artistic moveittents.

As one of the prominent works i n,vdhbhe bur geo
has sparked lively discussionsinreceny e ar s, t he s10Qllayefsbfcance o
Ink has been acknowledged by many scholars (such as Susanna Ferrell and Britta
Erickson, andloan Ke®?®? They have recogsed its role in exploringiew material

gualities of ink, especially emphasising its potential to acheesaulptural effect that

goes beyond its conventional use in traditional ink painting and calligr&phy.

Furthermore, these scholars often approach the series from the perspective of

281 Exhibitions such aMagiciens de la terrin Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1989 dnk Art:
Past as Present in Contemporary Chinavletropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2014;
Scholarly discussions such\&i Hungi Negoti ating with Tradition ir
Chinese Art: publicsympsiGink Art iretigeiFemewark of Contemporary
Museunorgansed by M+ Hong Kong, 2012; Wu HungJaking History: Wu Hung on
Contemporary ArfHong Kong: Timezone 8 Limited, 2008), 88; Hou HarffLpwards a
World of Poetd Yang Ji e c loia YiaggdJeChang: NéShadow Kickeds, Martina
KoeppetYang and Wei Xing (Shanghai: Shanghai Duolun Museum of Modern Art and Tang
Contemporary Art, 2008).
B2 Contemporary ink arto refers to a new art pr
traditional ink mateals in order to unleash artistic creativity and expand the boundaries of
ink beyond its conventional role as a physical substance. This practice embraces ambivalence
and hybridity, allowing for the exploration of multiple uses and interpretations of ink
material s. For d00 lhkinudation  issles aldout doatempdiasy ink art,
seee.g,Yang Ji ec han ginlnkiAx:ePast als Rrésenfim Contémporary China
ed. Maxwell K. Hearn (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2013); Bd&taFraser,
AiBeyond I nk: Cont empor &uBing:Beypnd the BonakframalHe | nk Ar t
Sky,eds, Fraser, Sarah E., and Xhieh Li (Berlin: Springer Nature, 2020),i58%. For
di scussions about Yango6s expdobinkdbbeyondo ns of New M
traditional painting or calligraphy, seeg,.Susanna Ferr el |l and Britta Er
Jiechang: 100 Layer s («ishyVohle |ssud2(2018): 828;,er s of Act
Joan Kee, AThe Cur i ouRBa iCratArejognal®9G @a10)e8Bipor ary | n
113 lanWo o , AEr asur ed Aann dA rAtbissttiER0B B8 @éres0193): ,3D
45,
23S u c h a-Bimdndiowatity in Installation Art: The Case of Xu Bing, Wenda Gu, and
Yang Ji exuBiagiReyonditheddk from the Skyed.Sarah E. Fraser and Yhieh
Li (Springer Nature, 2020), 896; David James Clark€hinai Arti Modernity: A Critical
Introduction to Chinese Visual Expression from the Beginning of the Twentieth Century to the
Present DayHong Korg: Hong Kong University Press, 2019), 143.
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abstration, and frequently employ formalist anadgso delve into its artistic merits

However, I f Yango6s s ol e& potentia fort generatingpga s t o
threedimensional effect beyond its traditional application, he could have simply
created a single sculptural inked paper or juxtaposed it against a blankudniigaper

to accentuateolour, texture, and dimensional contrasts. Instead, Yang chose to create

two distinct forms of ink monochromes through a process of superposition. Thizdne

although not the most effective in achieving the sculptural effect of ink, as both
monochromes are in darolours with textured wrinkles, seems to place greater
emphasis on illustrating how different ink application techniques can vyield various

visual effects. In this sense, the artwork becomes an accumulation of time and actions.

While the central part of the work conveys explicitly sculptural appearance, the
collaged ink monochromes naturally invite a visual comparison betweeattrated

ink and theethereal inkon paper This juxtaposition quickly promptdhe viewer to
become cogsant of the laborious efforts invested in the artvisr&reation. Yan
deliberate arrangement of the collaged ink monochromes provides an alternative
exploration of the materiality of ink, extending beyond mere experimentattorits

formal qualities. Instead, it delves into how the artwork can serve as an index or record
of the artisfs actionsIn an interview)Yang himself also emphass that it is not merely
about form;thatit goes beyond abstraction and embodies action. He underscores that

fical |l i graphy i s seascthiosn Op aainnd®idnhgautigisityt 'ea dt i o n

Z4For more discussions about the asgpMaieg of absH
Leduc, Dissidence: The Rise of Chinese Contemporary Art in the \(&mnbridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2018), 29; Wung, Making History, 153; Yvonne Force,
4696/1998: Contemporary Art from Chirf§ancouver: Art Beatus Gallery, 1998)8; Li,
AAction Painting 95%. Not Calligraphy,
BFrarrel |l and Erickson, AYang Jiechang, o 27.
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and variety of phenomenological effects steer the work away from the confines of
figurative representation and transform it into tangible evidence of thesettions

and materials, transcending its status as a fixed object.

Some scholars, usc h as Maxwel | K. Hear n i n his e
Contemporary Chinese Aot a | i g nlO0 Ldyens gf dnkseries, acknowledigg

the | ink between t he dheindtaflid, €celpturalretfeppb t | t i veo
the displayed artwork. Yet dkwell seems to distinguish the makipgpcess from the

fiend rFYaeusihgton thehysicality of ink in thdinished pieces rather than the

makingpr ocess or the artistods specific action
inhisAiTranscending the East/ West Di chot omy:
Chinese Ink Paintingo for the same catalog
the series as a predetermined technique ai

suggesting tb works are more conceptual than matéfial.

Many studies | ike Maxwell 6s attribute an a
creating the meaning of art in the workisplayed for thel00 Layers of Inlseries?®®

This perspective breaks away from thaditional creatiofprocess of Chinese ink

painting, which requires meticuloastistic manipulation otheink, and instead treats

the 100 Layers of Inlartworksas independent, finakd entites with the making

process seen as a mere means to achrewnd resultAgain, his substanceentric

tendency as discussed in both chapters one andtwsks falling into a reductive

286 Maxwell, Ink Art, 148.

Z"Wu Hung, ATranscending the East/ West Dichoton
Chinese | nknkRg30nting, 0 i n
%S ee also Joan, fiThe Curious Case. o0
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understanding of materials as detached elements, overlooking the potential for the
dynamic interplays of entities and performaininherent in the art and artmaking. By
privileging the role of the ink material, interpretations based on this perspective risk
diminishing the contributions of other actors (both humanremmehumar) and factors

(such as environmental conditions, tiraad space) to the emergence and significance

of the artwork.

Moreover, these analyses often oversimplif)
per cei vi napplitatioa of aachlayastindisriminatgor mechanical. In this

sense, theytend to prioritse material/form over process/action, repetition over

di fference, and confine the wunderstanding

formal qualities alone.

This chapter argues that approaching 286 Layers of Inlseries solely ttough the

frameworks of formalism or conceptualism would yield a superficial understanding. It

cautions against attributing inherent authority to the ink material in the process of
meaningmaking and treating the displayed works of the series as statidefimitive

products.This chapter, wi | e acknowl edging the significa
and artmaking, seeks to propose a shift in
from intentionalityy defined as actions and outcomes being deliberaterraktan

accidental or randoé to feffectivity.0?®° This concept of agency, according to Jessica

S ¢ h miNdw Materialistinsights of agencywhile challenging the traditional notion

of human dominance in the matersation of art, more importantly evolves around the

289 Jessic&5c h mi d

t, Empirical Fal sity of the Hun
Changeantl he Shar

e
Cr iResillieqogk3 (2013)180x t i f i ce, O
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capacity of daf f e c.t@dInagherwardsdgentyisnetconfigedan e f f e
to discrete entities but emerges from the dynamic interplay of relationships, residing in
the finterd of interrelations and interactions that sgéfnerate through invisible,

boundless connections of influeriéé.

Thischapter willdemonstrate how n Y a n gidkexhibits its Rgency through this
capacity of ndaf f ec.tohisigpimaailyrdanifediea milvaorgs an ef f e
displayedin the seriesTaking the work ofL00 Layers of Inkcreated in 1992 (fig),

discussedas an examplé n  Wu Hu n gdysessaynnihe dlthne oftMatter

cataloguethe work primarily produces a strong visual effect of a dglegsy surface

that reflects so much light that it appears white. When observing the work, it liecome
challenging forthe viewer to focus on a singlelear, finite line or part. Instead,

envelops the viewer in a compelling theatrical experience, evoking a diverse range of
phenomenological responses. This interaction is not just about the artwatingftee

viewer; it is about creating a dynamic and reciprocal relationship where the &Gaewer

presence and perspective also influence the perception the arfygotke viewer
encounters the captivating beaut shiftfmf t he al
white when the light shines at particular angldss visual transformation is neither
consistent nor predictable but varies base

conditions, highlighting the fluid and interactive nature of the wigvexperience.

In this sense, the work creates an ambiguous, unfathomable, and liminal quality that

represents an infinite variety of patterns, resonating analogously with Deleuze and

290 pid.
291 JessicaBchmidt in referencing Bennettibrant Matter ix.
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Guattars c onc e pt 6lerd, Chfads ltam des understood as a primal realm of

constant flux, perceptual motion, diverse possibilities, andspesific orderg®? It

encompasses the unacknowledged and the unknown, the unpredictable and the new. It

is a perpetual flow of new and ithunating ideas and unexpected manifestations that,

as Deleuze describes, fdAwants to?@dheeate th
wrinkles, light, and shade depicted on the surface of the 1992 work appears to be
randomly and disorderly generated, kwg a sense oforces that areconstantly

evolving and unfolding. The abrupt shift from the dark black to radiant white, beyond

pure blackness, emphasis t h e @nmtihuausphdndrenal flow (despite the

objects themselves being in a static stafghysical reality) and evokes an indescribable

sense of theatricality rather than presenting a fixed endpoint.

What Yang seems to create in the workthefLOO Layes of Inkseries, then, does not

constitute a conventional figurative depiction charastdriby a centraded and

singular representation of the formal element. The material of ink isedtitiot as an

agent of static imagery but as a conduit for evolving visual experiences. Its
transformative potential is implicitly circumscribed by its plgsiand perceptual

gualities, offeringhe viewer an immediate interactive or sensory encounter where the
inkés propensity for visual changes is abu

the palpable reality of its substance.

In particular, thet i t 1l e A100 Layers ofly imagkaive evokes

understanding of the workdéds production met

292 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattawhat is Philosophy@ew York: Columbia University
Press, 1991).
293 |bid., 197.
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composed of layers of ink applied to paper (although this perception may differ slightly
from the actual produicin process). The artistnstead of choosing profound or
enigmatic title employs astraightforward one to quickly convey the material

characteristicsor productionprocessof the artwork.

Therefore, the work of the series is not merelyirgiependent finished product

detached from its makingrocess. Instead, its phenomenological or material effect,

along with its title, primarily aflfisects t he
encounter sparksauriosity about the makingrocess, resonating with Josies i dea of
performative materialities of art. Jones, as discussed imttauctionof this thesis

states that artwor ks of s,orirgcbstoithd vigwerod ct i c e s 0
the work having been madather than sa static endpoint of artistic practice through

the workdéds materi al ornthisphenameeot ogheatli et
eliciting a desire to trace the artmakiitgelf. The density and tactile quality of the

materials as revealed in the992 work, emphased by the title referencto the
numerousapplicationsof inkd a number possibly in the hundreds or even thousands

(as suggested by t©Ohd Ta0 bal sogessafdrnk])p proveke i

an immediate reaction itne viewer that the makingrocess is far from easy and not

something the artist can accomspl effortlessly within a short period of time.

The series therefore seems to animate the irnkuan paper, allowing it to exist in a

state of perpetual transformation and decay over time. This suggests that ink is not inert
but dynamic, part of a livig process that evolves not just in the moment of creation but
also in response to various contexts, whether in the act of making or viewing, and across

|l ocati ons, from the artistds studio to the
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While existing studies often focus on hawhe ser i esd vi sual or 1
chall enge traditional Chinese paintingds p
brushwork, the primary focus of this chapte
series to a dynamic continuum thretnaurs the meticulous process of artmaking, and

i nkds agent intcerms of lefiectiwity, tkéa agencyiistnot only manifested

through its variable material effects thatmediately affect the viewerds viewing

experiencavhen encounterinthe artwork, but also through its continuous interactions

(or, more preciselyintra-action) with the artist in the makifrocess. This interaction

perpetually generates shifting and unpredictable effects and affects, facilitating a
makhgpr ocess that iis seemingly fArepetitiveo

intuitive and sensuous experiences.

This exploration into inés agentic participation in the makipgocess will uncover

how the series, as exemplifidry the 1992 work, ard its processes foster a novel
relationship betweethe human (artist) andorn-human(ink, but also other materw|

such asxuanpaper and gauze) that challenges literati painting traditMfithin this
tradition, t tbreishwark, telites tulduse ands piritbiality breoften
recognsed for their own agency and historical significance, wtiikeink material is
considered inanimate and passive. A shift in perspetdittei nk 6 s agency wi | |
for a reexamination of boutharies traditionally seen as definitive in the creation and
perception of ink painting, such as those between intuition and spirituality, and between
representation and material phenomena, where the materiality of ink paintings and
calligraphy is always pesupposedas a foundational elementithin a linguistic
framework.l  wi | | r e v e al examplifies iMistancgstosemergent kgency,

challenging the traditional notion of human dominance in the process of artistic
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creatio® i n t hi s c a breshwork dne pradetesnmined idedogical meanings
over the potential capacities of ink to produce effects and a¥featd emphasing the

importance of relational dynamics in the reatiion of art and the world it inhabits.

The traditional practice of ink painting and its metamorphosis
Ink holds a central position as the primary mediuntraditional Chinese painting,
accompanied by a wetleveloped vocabulary encompiass its various types,
tonalities, and the metaphorical and expressive potential of brushstrokes. Within the
realm of Chinese painting, the notion that
difficulty of appr ehendi ng t he -ffoordthTdbaet i fowfoam, hoofiuti t h o
denoting the internal realm known @ Yurd or the harmony of mind and spdit
functions as the core essence of painting, upon which form is built. This harmony of
mind and spirit in painting is not a static quality but a dynamic irdgrlat the artist
must master. While the observable and tangible aspects of form are typically associated
with an objectds outer-fooml del vebe foupndanie
realm, often requiring the cultivation and focused conceaotratf the mind for its
comprehensioR® Qi Yunis believed to be present when all the components of a

paintingd such as composition, brushwork, and use od ihrmonse to convey the

294 Francois JullienThe Great Image Has No Form, or On the Nonobject through Painting
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012}),9.8
2% This concept finds its roots in the Han dynasty schééanrg Xiong (53 BC18 AD), who
posited that words encapsulated the very essence of the mind, and that calligraphy functioned
as a visual embodiment of the mind. He proposed th@s aharacter could be deciphered
through an analysis of their calligraphyhahg Zao, a prominent figure of the Tang dynasty,
active in the late 8th century, delved deeper into the connection between art, the mind, and
nature. He expressed the idea that everything in the external world serves as his teacher, while
his internal exforation has revealed the sources of the mind. This perspective on art was
widely embraced by many art historians and artists in the history of Chinese art, all of whom
saw painting as a means of revealing@riener self.
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life force or spirit of thedepictedsubject, offering the viewer an exparce of the

artwork that is felt rather than just seen.

This concept is often seen as the ultimate goal of the Chinese painter, who must go
beyond the mere depiction of form to capture an intangible, dynamic essence that
animates the visible elementstbé work. It involves a meditative approach where the
brush becomes an extension of the @ribbdy and mind, moving in accordance with
their breath and intent. The brushstrokes thus become a physical manifestation of the
artists inner life,embodying a sense of spontaneous vitalitywhat is sometimes

ref er r edmottoi *Gifke dfiallenge kes in maintaining this quality throughout

the painting process, as it requires the artist to remain fully present and connected to
their inner vsion, allowing it to guide the movement of the brush with authenticity and

purpose.

The medium of ink, traditionally celebrated as reaching its fullest expression within the
artistés i magination, i's steepeidting,as t he du
a manifestation of the mind, originates from the interplay of the external world and the
artistoés i nner vi sthabte.ink dchieves &s ideahforin,fard iti ma g i n
materialseson silk or papens a tangible imprint of the atis contemplative state. It

acts as a methday whichto achieve harmonious unity between humans and the natural

world, fostering the cultivation of the internal self and vice véts#/hen inspiration

strikes and the perfected image appears in the paiste mi n théy snove gquiekly

2% \Wen C. FongBeyond Represerttan: Chinese Painting and Calligraphy 8thdth
Century(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1992), 4.
29T Roger T. Ames, Wimal Dissanayake, and Thomas P. Kasulis Seifsas Image in Asian
Theory and Practicé€New York: SUNY Press, 19949.7.
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to capture it with the brush, like a hare leaping when a falcon sthikegation could

result in everything being logt® The interplay between tangible and intangible
elements, completeness and emptiness, hold a bpkaia in Chinese art, lending it a
distinctive expressionistic charm. This charm often manifests as a subtle and nuanced
quality that transcends mere superficiality, creating a sense of loftiness beyond the
confines of conventional representation. Chinas expressive charisma arises from

a profound engagement with philosophical traditions like Confucianism, Daoism, and
Chan Buddhism. Among these, Daoism particularly empbsisihe reconciliation
between humans and the natural world, fostering a pnofainity between nature and

human experience.

Travelers Among Mountains and Stregdms ] (fig. 36) by the Northern Song

Dynasty painter Fan Kuan (960030) serves as an example of Chinese ink painting
that captures the unity between humans and the natural world, resonating with a
timeless harmony and deep spiritual resonance. The vastnesslepittednountains

dwarfs the tiny figures afavellersand a mule train, symbang the immense power

of nature compared to the fleeting presence of manésFaork, created with
monochromatic ink on silk, uses varying strokes and ink density to convey texture,
depth, and the illusion of mist and clouds, emfiagl the Taoist philosophy of harmony
between humanity and nature. Critics have noted that the monumental landscape style
of the painting emphasgs the diminutive scale of humandeavows in the face of the
grandeur of th@atural world. The towering pks and the cascading waterfall, framed

by expanses of white space, create a majestic and almost otherworldly realm that invites

298 SuShi, 10371101. Quoted in Chang Lisheng, Wen Fong, and James CY Watt,
Possessing the Past: Treasures from the National Palace Museum, (RepeY ork:
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1996), 152.
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contemplation. The minute details, like the temple nestled in the forest and thetsavel

on the road, require close inspeatiovhich in turn drawsheviewer into a meditative
engagement with the painting. This contemplative quality is in line with the Daoist and
Buddhist philosophies that deeply influence Chinese art, advocating for a balanced,
harmonious existence within theast cycles of the natural world. This work is
celebrated not just for its technical mastery but also for its ability to convey the
philosophical idea that human beings are an integral, yet small, part of the larger
tapestry of the cosmos. The ink, peréetin the artigs imagination, and the silk,
serving as the material substrate, combine to form a work that transcends mere visual
representation to embody the spiritual essence of the Daoist worldview. For classical
works like Travelers Among Mountainand Streamsit is through this aesthetic
contemplation and philosophical underpinrgrigat Chinese art achieves its unique

expressive power, resonating with a timeless harmony and deep spyritual

I n the realm of Chinese pai roihé mage Mages Char |
by Chancedéd in China and t Ralockvdether thd nk Wang
medium of ink is elevated from mere tool to active participant, capturing and reflecting

the artists internal state in each strok&.This intertwining of intention with the

accidental is a thread that runs through to Abstract Bgpmeism, as observed in
Jackson Aeton Paintmdpradices The performative nature of the creation

process in both artistic practiéesvhether it be the laughter, song, and -hddy

engagement of the Chinese artist or Polilectance around theanva$ reveals a

shared artistic truth: that the act of creation is as significant as the creation itself.

Y%Charl es &aehrmara,geid Made by hEWeshnlokeMangiMeetsChi na ar
Jackson Pollodls Mo t TiheeArt Budletin74.3 (1992): 490510.
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In the tradition of Chinese painting, mastery over ink entails not just technical control
but a harmonious interplay with the @sknatural tendencsd its propensity to bleed

and its responsiveness to the paptexture. The arti& physical gesturéssometimes
deliberate, sometimes serendipitdumpart a sense of vitality that is intrinsic to the
worké essence. In these moments, even accidentalsmendk embraced as a
serendipitous dialogue between artist and ink, each brushstroke a testament to the
interconnection of human intention and the unpredictable nature of the ink. Abstract
Expressionism parallels this philosopimysome extentembodying aimilar dynamic
between deliberate action and fortuitous occurrence. In works like Po|kpeknt and
canvas beame arenas where planned movemengstrananticipated outcom@&sach

drip and daub a confluence of the known and the unknowable. The mo@essence

lies in the valosgation of the process, where the act of creation itself is as revealing as
the finished canvas. It echoes the performative dynamism of Chinese painting, where
the spontaneous and the structured are in constant conversatiomfeaning and

reshaping the other, resulting in art that is as much about its creation as its creator.

Lachman $insights draw parallels between the ancient and the modern, suggesting that
the inclusion of chance in the artistic process is a timeless coiiééptboth, the
mediun® ink or pain® assumes an active role, with the artist guidyeg also yielding

to, its unpredictable nature. This dynamic is not fully accidental but a deliberate
embrace of the potential within the medium, a philosophy that underpins both ancient
Chinese painting and modern Western art, pointing shaaedunderstanding of the
interconnetedness between artist, medium, and the spontaneous emergence of the

artwork.

300 bid.
206



Nevertheless, the performative dynamism of Chinese painting largely imply brush over

ink, whereby ink receives direction and meaning from the brush, which, in turn, is

controlled by the artistés wrist. As noted in on
on painting, Astructur al force and for mal
conception and depen dThehstory of pamntingia Ghinef t he
sugeests a significant interplay between brushwork andvitk, ink beingviewed both

as an essential component for artistic expression and as a secondary object connected

to the brush.

This importance of brushwork in ink painting in China has long lassociated with

the elitism of scholaclass culturgas Gladstonsuggestst s erved as-fia form
l inguistic signification with th¥®¥Theor ki ngs
practice of painting and calligraphy was predominantly endatdy scholaofficials,

or literati, who belonged to a highly educated elite class responsible for the @mpire
bureaucratic administration. They dedicated themselves to painting as a means of self
cultivation. Within literati paintingandlandscape pating in particular, the focus was

on the expression of the ethical personality of the Confyaiazi, or noble person.

Technical showiness took a backseat in tevaf a more subdued approach. Literati
painterswere adept at employing plain ink, sometimes adding subtle hirttslair.

They attributedjreatsignificance to the notion that a pair@orush technique reflected

the core of their character. Brushworkdathe creative journey were viewed as

reflections of the soul, rather than concerns of arrangement or mastéfglike

301 Susan BushThe Chinese Literati on Painting: Su Shih (I0B7L. 0 1) t o-cfaaggChdi
(1555 1636) Vol. 1 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2012), 15.
302 paul GladstonContemporary Chinese Art: A Critical Histofyondon: Reaktion Books,
2014), 8.
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portrayal3°3

Technique was thus seen as a secondary condition in the productiosfing Hao
(8701 930) argued, artistwould truly maste the art of landscape painting whieaving
reached a staten which technical considerations of brush and inkve become
irrelevant3®*In classical ink painting, the set of materials used is commonly known as
the Four Treasures: ink block, Bhy ink slabandxuanpaper.Theink block is created

by mixing carbon, obtained from sources like wood or oil, with glues and oils. This
mixture is themrmoulded and dried. When creating ink, the artist typically adds a small
amount of water onto an ink slab and then proceeds to grinthkhblock in a
continuous circular manner until it attains the desired smoothness and blackness. These
materials are often considered artistic objeotssecondary productsised in the
creative process of calligraphy. They require skilful manipulaiothe calligrapher,
including controlling the tonalities of the wati@k solution and the ability to achieve
fluent and spontaneous brushwétkBy applying varying pressure and manipulating
the brush at different angles, ink lines can describe the vomaitude, and textures

of threedimensional forms and different materials and surfates.

Chinese literati paintings emphsesiaesthetic qualities that often depict the grandeur of
nature and convey ideological or spiritual notions of harmony bettheeself and the

environment® This focus on visual and spiritual significance prisetl a pictorial

303Bush,The Chinese Literatil5.

304 Hao Jing and Munakata, KiyohikGhing Hao's PiFa-Chi: A Note o the Art of Brush

[Ed., Transl. of the Chinese and AnnotationsKiylohiko Munakata(Ascona: Artibus Asiae

Publishers, 1974), 23.

305 Caroline Self and Susan Selfhinese Brush Painting: A Hanas Introduction to the

Traditional Art(New York: Tuttle Pubishing, 2012)13.

308 |pid.

3071bid., 15.This philosophy was further refined during the Yuan dynasty and formally
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and graphic affinity over material aspects. Ink materials served as essential elements
that testified to the calligraph@r mastery of materials in ondéo achieve a distinct

expressionistic charisma.

In this sense, in ancient times, Chinese artists placed significant emphasis on the act of
painting and its connection to the spirituality of art. This approach highlighted the
profound philosophical andetaphysical content inherent in their works, underscoring

the primacy of the spiritual realm over the material realm. It was understood that the
material aspect of adould notbe separated from its spiritual essence, and that the
notion of an independewbjectivity in the material world is illusory. In this context,

the voice conveyed by the material in Chinese art does not represent the voice of nature
itself, but rather reflects the perspective of the observer and the cultural context in which
the objets are perceived. The material objects are imbued with meaning and
significance through the eyes of the viewer and the cultural framework within which

they are situated.

Difference in Yangds repetition
In anobvious sensel00 Layers of Inle mb o di es Y apnogedssof repaated n g
acts of applying ink on paper with a brush. Schdlassch as Wu Hung, Marie Leduc,
and Susanna Ferrell and Britta Erick8aend to think of each such act as a singular,
indiscriminate physical gesture without atiee insight or meaningaking.3%®

However, | argue that Yangb6s repetition

established in the Ming dynasty, ultimately becoming the established orthodoxy among the

literati by the late seventeenth century.

308 See Wu HungChinese Art at the Crossroads: Between Past and Future, between East and

West Vol. 2 (Nashville, TN: Turner/A&R Press, 2004)%; MarieLeduc,Dissidence: The

Rise of Chinese Contemporary Art in the WEsimbridge, Massachusetts: MIT Prex318),

60;Ferr el | and Erickson, AYang Jiechang. 0
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same action over and over again. Rather, each act embodies a difference in repetition,

and it is precisely this concept of differeribat enables us to understand the act of

making as an experiential, se#flexive process, that allowsr new creativity and

innovation in his work. In his famous bo@kfference and RepetitioiDeleuze, who

appears to be a great inspiration f@w Maerialisttheoriesc | ai ms t hat Adi f f
inhabits repetition®®He writes: @ATo repeat is to behay
relation to something unique or singular which has no equal or equivatehperhaps

this repetition at the level of external conduct echoes, for its own part, a more secret
vibrationwhichani mates it, a more profound?® intern
While repetition is typically associated with the recurrence of identical elements at

different points in time, it is important to recogmnthat even seemingly identical things

confain inherent differences. This emphasis on difference highlights not only the

creation of something new but also the resolutionofprei st i ng fAgdven pr okt

During the entire makingrocess of each work ithe 100 Layers of Iniseries, Yang

made anumber of conscious decisions concerning the tangible material conditions of
the layers of ink, resulting in a constant reworking of what was already ¥ga@a.

paper provides the ideal surface for ink. Its particular absorptive qualities bring out all
the nuances of the varying movements of the brush. Each new application of ink would
be made on a layer quite different to the one before. At the initial stages of the-making
process, the monochrome surface exhibits a delicate and smooth appearance. Through

Yang®s repeated action of applying ink onto the already dried ink surface, the pattern

309 Gilles DeleuzeDifference and Repetitigirans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994), 76.
310 |pid.
811pid., 161.
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gradually evolves into textures characted by density, saturation, and roughness.
While each stage involves the meticulous process of saturating the surface with ink
using a brush, Yardg application of fresh wet ink onto the dried surface entails
continuous observation, adjustment, and control of the materials and their resulting
effects. Each layer of ink applied on top of the existing surface introduces a disruptio

to the established pattern, requiring careful consideration and degiaking.

Importantly, Yang does not have full control over the material qualities of the work
during the process. With each new application of ink, he carefully observes thegexistin
wrinkled textures and visual effects on the dried surface. As he applies ink, he must
constantly adapt to the rough and rugged surface, which prevents smooth and quick
painting. In thel00 Layers of Inkeries, the paper used is often in human scalepéxc

for a few works created for immersive installatipeach as those exhibited lres
Magiciens de la Terr€elraveling in Mexicd1990, andChine demain pour higd990.

This approachisakint® o | | practicésFhepaper is laid on the floavhen making

these worksMany authors such ageresa L. Ebeih iiThe Aesthetics of Indeterminacy:

The Postmodern Drip Paintings of Jackson Polidelchard P. Taylor, Adam P. Micolich,

and David Jonasin fiThe Construction of Jackson Pollods Fractal Drip
Painting®, and Matthew Rampley fildentity andDifference: Jackson Pollock and the
Ideology of theDripo have discussed thele of accident as central participann

Pol | ock 6%?P mlet ¢eohdiue of dripping and splashing paint onto a

horizontal canvas was a deliberate relinquishing of traditional control, allowing gravity

312Teresa L. EberfiThe Aesthetics of Indeterminacy: TRestmodern Drip Paintings of
Jackson Pollock,Centennial Revie\{d978): 139163 Richard P. Taylor, Adam P. Micolich,
and David JonagiThe Construction of Jackson Pollo@dractalDrip
Paintingsp Leonardo35.2 (2002): 20207; Matthew Rampleyijldentity andDifference:
Jackson Pollock and thdeology of theDrip,0 Oxford Art Journall9.2 (1996): 834.
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and the fluid dynamics of his materials to shape the work. He navigated the canvas with

an awareness of the potehtiar unforeseen outcomes, yet his movements were not

random; they were guided by an internal rhythm and a practiced hand that knew when

and how to let chance take the lektderthighlightsh ow Pol | ock s appr oa
painting resists definitive interpretation, engagilihg viewerin a continual search for

meaning within the chaos of the canv&sSimilarly, Taylor, Micolich, and Jonas

exploret he scienti fi c un dmigue,reveaing lyppw theffactaPo | | o c k
patterns in his work align with natural processes, thus blurring the lines between

deliberate creation and accidental outcoiie.

However, Yan@ method in th&00 Layers of Inkeries, while also laying a largeale

paper on the floor and recogmg the role of accident, does not highlight it as
prominently as Action Painting. The latter empbesithe arti€s physical acts in the
painting process through methods like performative splashing, expressive brushwork,
and dipping pain® echoing the Chinese literati traditi@nemphasis on brushwork
over ink as discussedbove Yangs process is meticulous alatbourintensive, deeply
entwined with the materiallsehaviour The papds texture and the ik properties
significantly constrain his actions, as he carefully oversees their interaction, allowing
for natural variations. His process fosters a dialogue with the materials, permitting the
unexpected within the framework of a deliberate, repetitive layering of ink.

In contrast to Pollocés Action Painting, where the arfistphysicality was overtly part

of the canvas work, often moving around and on the canvas, Wanll usea

suspended wooden rod over his paintings to ensure physical separation)(fichi8

*Ebert, fAThe Aesthetics of Indeterminacyo.
“Taylor, Micol i €hns tarnudc tJioonm so fFraciathopk s on Pol | oc k
Pai ntingso.
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technique allowed thmteraction of thenk andthe paper to focus on their inherent
characteristics rather thdreing directly undethe artisés influence. Yang method
required careful adjustment of his positiand the rod above the work, especigilyen

the large scale of the paintings. This careful orchestration of movement was necessary
to prevent any direct contact with the paper, allowing the ink to transition naturally

through its stages from wet to dry, from smooth to wrinkled, and frortofitrunken.

Differently from traditional brush techniques, Yang deviated from the norm in his use
of the brush antheamount of ink. In traditional Chinese brushwork, the biasteld

with a firm grip between the thumb and first two fingers, whilerithg fingerprovides
balance by resting lightly behind the brush. The brigshsually held in a strictly
vertical position, and the amount of iilskmeticulously controlled. To achieve different
shapessuch as zigzags, curves, dashes, and dots, thevestitd dip the bottom half

of the brush into ink and carefully adjust the pressure. Excessive ink would cause the

lines to spread out on the absorbent paper, resulting in blotches.

Yangwoulduse an oblate brusslightly larger than the size of his tagfig. 37), which
deviates from the cylindrical shape of traditional Chinese ink brushes. His technique
hasinvolved spreading the ink from one sidghe othermoresimilar tothetechnique

of painting the walls of a hougkanto thedelicate drawingf expressive lines with a
fine brush. The way he&ould holdthe brush was not fixetbut would vary depending

on what was most conveniefir spreading the ink da the paper. Constaminor
adjustments the strength of holding the brush and the angles were made to thesure

complete and even saturation of the surface with ink.
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The amount of ink used on the paper was not haphazard or excessively applied without
consideration. Yangvould carefully determine the quantity for each application to
ensure the paperould be thoroughly soaked while avoiding an overly excessive
amountconsideringhe fragility ofxuanpaper Xuanpaper, known for its absorbency,

is also delicate and promne tearing. To address this, Yahgsoften emplogdgauze

as a backing for the papevhich would provide stability and reinfaze its absorbent
capacity. This practice is reminiscent of traditional Chinese painting, whargaper

is typically mounted on a sturdier materisilich as silkor paper to create hanging

scrolls, handscrolls, or album leaves.

Insteadof thetraditionalmountingof arton silk or paperyanghasoften opedto back

his layered ink monochromes with linen canvas (although he occasionally mounts on
other materials, like Korean papeiliadder to Heaven This technique is exemplified

in his 1992 workfeatued in the catalogue fdrhe Allure of MatterBy merging age

old mounting techniques from both Chinese and European traditiohashenagd

to preserve the unique ability xfianpaper to soak in ink while simultaneously gaining

the scale and streng#ssociated with canvas stretched on a frame. After applying a
new layer of ink, Yangvould closely observéhe initial wet appearance of the paper,
which gradually transformed into wrinkles and slightly shrank as it dried. Throughout
this process, théexture and visual effect of the paper underwent unpredictable and

evolving changes, adding an element of surprise and unpredictability to the artwork.

In this way, while Abstract Expressionisamdparticularly Pollocks action paintings,
actively incorprates accident as a defining feature of its aesthetic, Yang employs a

more restrained approach. Accident is recsgphiand allowed to inform the creative
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process, but it does not dominate it. This nuanced dance with the unforeseen is a
hallmark of Yan@gs work, where control is exerted to set conditions for chance to play

a role, but not to the point of overshadowing deliberate technique. The process of
creating Yan@ artwork relies on an ongoing, interdependent and changing relationship
between the artisaind the ink andkuan papermaterialsas well as potential other
materials such aghewood rod, brush, gauzand canvas that all play activelesin

the processThis procesdn line with Barads conceptcan be described as a state of

ient angement 0.

According to Barad, the qualities of entities are not fixed or predetermined until they
interact with one another. They only become evident thrdiigia-action® and
relationalities®'® Barad suggests that unique agencies emerge throughaatioa,
emphasing the performative nature of borders and the iterative process of becoming
for both human and nelnuman entitie$!’ This perspective deentes the primacy of
human subjects anddtilights the interconnectedness and transformative nature of all
existence’’® As entities entangle with one another, the nature of theiriataéedness

constantly evolves, rendering objective assertions impossible.

Yang®s makingprocessunfolds as a dyamic interplay between various intating
agencies and entanglements. In this process, ink@aupaper transcend their roles

as mere tools for creating a physical representation. Similarly, the artist himself is not

315 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfway

316 |pid., 815.
Ml'bid., 141; APosthuman performativity, o 812.
318 | pid.
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the sole arbiter, dictating thetparns and limitations of the artwork. Instead, Y@ng
creative decisions are influenced by the easolving physical qualities of the ink on
paper with each layer applied, as he simultaneously anticipates his next gesture. He
must navigate and adapt tieet continuously changing appearance of the ink on the
paper. At the heart of this process lies the interplay of subjectivities between tide artist
agency and the dynamics of the ink on paper. ¥amgle as a human agent is
provisional and intertwined witthe material agencies of ink and paper, rather than
driven by a predetermined intention to create a fixed end result or specific form. In fact,
Yang himself is often uncertain of the phenomena and effects that will emerge from the

application of new inlon paper.

In itself, ink presents a disconcerting multiplicity of physical properties. The physical
characteristics of ink make it far from a perfect concrete substabeerepeated in the

creation of the exact same forms and constellations. It is erialathat can assume

different shapes and properties depending on the parameters that influence its formation

in real space and time. It is within this inherent plasticity that the ink holds the capacity

to rise above being a mere mechanicalorpassved nt , subj ect to the .
impulses. Instead, it takes on the role of a dynamic and evolving entity, closely
intertwined with the artist and actively influencing the process of making. In this

context, the artist and the ink and papeateria find themselves in a realm

charactesed by a detachment from determinate causal structures, devoid of clear
boundaries and predictable outcomes.

This intraactive cebecoming process of making through differential enactments of
agency provides an alternative framework o

makingprocess On t he surface of Yangbés repetitiv
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of mechanical reproduction, baiere themakingprocessather demonstrates a kind of
phenomenological narrative, unfoldiingan ongoing multiplicity of new formal and

perceptible qualities and solutions of application that cannot go back to the original. It

i s Yangbs interrelated activity with the p
experience each repetitive action as at ar@& andfamiliar. As such, the repetitive

creation of layers is algbecreation of difference, as no two configuratioinat shape

the new appearance cannot be exactly the same.

Yang also associates the idea of repetition with the practice of calligraphy, which
demands the mastery of gesture and form through a process of painstakingly repeated
acti ons: A Mygraphyaaughtare that if yowcwaarht o create good calligraphy,
acquiring a good technique is important of
You cannot rely only on personal skill; you have to repeat and accumulate
exper i*mare sY @n gr, to dieata someththg profound and different, the

same gesture must be r epe*®Tedifetence sl ess| y
actualsed, not by the discovery of a new movement in each instance, but by the re
evaluationof and reapproach to the famédr movements in new compositions, which
brings to mind Deleuzeds principles about
is, then, not automatic duplication for the sake of technilguecreative duplication

t hat embodi es t h efresxpéeriensingdvisat issalretady there, whiclo c e s s

~

ifare truly fundamental3®to the creation of

L. arys Frogier and Yang JiNeamhadmnug.e PRI &D,s @led it a
Conversations with Yang Jiechaf@uangzhou: Borges Libreria Contemporary Art Institute,
2011), 7390.
320 |bid.
321 bid.
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In fact, although each version of th@0 Layes of Ink serieshas its own concrete end
form, theytend to focus not on the actual completed formal representation, but on how
the work acts athesite of an event that goes through a processmtinuousecoming

with an emphasis on repetition. Yang had been practicing this series for a decade.
Although the shapes of the relief pattervary (square, rectangular, circular, and
irregular), the visual qualitiesf the workgend to be very similar, and we cannot easily
recall afeature of a single work that may be distinguished or differentiated from the

other. Each version comes without a predetermined strategy or final appearance.

Although the series title suggests one hundred lagedd as mentioned abodethe

Chinese titlg Jactually means fithousand(s) of

oftencomprise thirty to forty layershe number dependilmgn  t he asertseoft 6 s
when to stop. The fake number of | ayers
to enter into a fantasy and to continue his practices beyond the actual physical presence
of the work. The production of the work thus becomes a journey rather than a
destination, a continuous dialogue between artist and ink. The layers are not just
physicalapplicationsof ink but represent the temporal stages of the @aoekolution,

each layer a step in the dynamic continuum of creation. This imaginative approach to
the worlds construction challenges the vie@erperception of completion and
underscores the ongoing natwfethe serieslts nomenclature, while evocative of a
mythical multitude of layers, serves more as a metaphor for the depth of exploration
and the ininite potential of the process than a quantitative measure. As cited above,

Yang himself thinks that the work of art lies in the act of layering; its becoming.

In a sense, each artwork is ultimately oered and unfinaéed, as Yang transitions
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from one piece to another, continuously layering black ink in the same manner as the
creation ofachpainting in the series, albeit on separate piacésadifferent locations.

Yang regarded the repetitive nature of the sédesaddong creation as aeemingly

iusel esmlo ¢pihdars'et know what | was dé&3d ng, yet
In other words, his intention lies more in the experiential process of making art with
selfemancipation, rather than in striving for ambitious innovatiosparcific artistic

goals. To a certain extent, the act of continuously layering ink onto pagdsecome

a routine part of Yar daily life. He describes it as a symbolic record of his existence,

akin to Awriting a di a rhigtory,ahiledlsacontributinge ct i on

to his personal growth and selfltivation322

More specifically, Yang deliberately chose not to rush the completitreaftworks.

Instead ofundergoing théntensdabourof saturating papemwith multiple layers ofrk

in a single day, he adopted a slower and more deliberate approach. Yang would only
apply ink to the paper a few timper day allowing fortheslow and natural evolution

of the inked surfacéo turnfrom wet to dry. Thicreativepace extended the owadir
duration of the artistic process. For instanéang dedicated more than a month to

creating the first work for thilagiciensexhibition, applying inka fewtimes each day.

Thislarge amount of fluid inkequires patience and time,@snpared to the traditional
method of dipping only the bottom half of the brush in ink. The natural drying process

could not be accelerated without external interventions, such as the use of an air blower.

2R Pr oj ect 1-pardachihgagakkeorr eaav,@ntaccessed Sep 2, 20:
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/OQUxBLp7DNY
Fr itz Hansel and Yang Jiechang, Yda@REepublic of
Chang: NeShadow Kickeds, Martina Koeppelyang and Wei Xing (Shanghai: Shanghai
Duolun Museum of Modern Art and Tang Contemporary Art, 2008)i, 23.1
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The ink needtime to be absorbed by the paper tmgradually dry. This objectiviact
prevented the artist from swiftly applying a new layer of ink. It is precisely this
slowness in the application ttie layers of ink that transformed tmeakingprocess
into an experiential and seléflective act, riner than a mechanical and laborious

activity.

Embodi ed sensuous experience during the i
What becomes important in the creation of each work, then, is the intuitive process of
maki ng, with great focus on the <changing
readjustments of the technique, becatipbysical repetition is to be effective ntust
be committed to each movement. It is this attentive and perceptual engagement with
the materials, through repeated practical trials, that affords Yang the opportunities to
graduallydevelopwhat Tim Ingold describeasa ff eel 6 and for hyt hmi c
what he is doing?* The perceptual, embodied, and knowing engagement with the
material transforms the seemingly mundane activities into haptic and tacit
knowledge3?® This implies that the form of the artwork is brought into being through
Yangbsamdtsersuous involvements as he works
ink is a surprising and unexpected encounter with the material without a predetermined
rule to enact or goal to achieve. Especially for the very first few works, the number of
layers isprimarily undecided, untilafter about thirty or forty layerghe pattern

unpredictably appears as metallic and sculptural effects.

324Tim Ingold, The Rerception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill
(London: Psychology Press, 20085%3.
325 | bid.
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This evokes the emotional state that Bennett argseske an enchantment,
charactese d by fa statdempowahdeaema gprmhdhata c al s
arisesf rom factive engagement wi.t®Inothej ect s of
words, this emotional state of enchantment
and sensuous engagement with the material andspack. It is a state with both

motivating and transforming qualities, and is an experience that may spark new insight

and understanding. This enactment is first evoked by thedais¢xpected encounter

with something. Integral to this peculiar statesofprise is the pleasurable openness to

being charmed by the new and previously unknown, which also brings with it an

element of the uncanny. Yang experieswach sensuous activities through repetition,

where unanticipated evolution of the offaeiliar material of ink coms with new

material qualities and phenomenological effects that were previously ignored.

The pure experience of focusing on the definite facet ehhlsngprocesdrings Yang

both pleasure anduncertainty. Yang describeBow his makingprocesswould
Aabandon amgdistmbreakigtodars fAal tered psychic st a
inew possi bi |l i3 Hisceniinuediregetition oftheesamg practice over

ten years is less likelp beapainfulact and mordikely oneof selfcultivation or sel

medi ati on, whereby the everyday repetiti o
himselfl n another interview, he related his a
that my daily life wil become more and morenaeditation That 6s why, when

326 Bennett,The Enchantmen5.
21 nt er vi e wYddgJeehang: Earth Roodited by Britta Erickson (Beijing:
Ink Studio, 2017), 32.
8Yu-Chi eh Li, AAction Painting is Not Calligrap
post: notes on art in a global conteftaris, June 2014, accessed Sep 1, 2023.
http://post.at. moma.org/camit_items/707actionpaintingis-not-calligraphya-conversation
with-yangijiechang
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I dondt paint. My paintings are not pai
from any t¥ deseemstbrega@ continuous repetition as a transcendental
experience ofan atemporal present, which involvea sensory receptivity to the
encountered object§o some extenthis approach echoes the literati tradition, wherein
creating art is not merely a meditative practice but also a means to transcend the
ordinary and tap intaheightened consciousness. The literati, who were schdiats

in ancient China, pursued painting, calligraphy, and poetry not solely for their aesthetic
value but as disciplines for personal and spiritual refinement. They held the conviction
that throgh persistent artistiendeavourone could nurture the self, attain mental
clarity, and achieve harmony with the natural world. In this sense, it is not the actual
destruction of the traditional painting technique and order that becomes meaningful in
Y a n gnakingprocessbut the meamig resides in how he opens up the opportunity

for sensitsing the materials of ink in @eontinuousperceptual wayn which variations

and differences are generated through the repetitive act.

One may contend thahe painting process dfaditional Chirese ink paintingalso
involves the artistds consciousness. I
painting emphases a free and individual way to paint a pictorial representation with
expressions of poetic charm that can demonstrate the meardrgpait in a natural

way, without restricting the representation in a fixed, set pattern or appearance. Yet in
traditional Chinese ink painting, the process is often infused with spiritual intention,
channding the harmony between heaven, earth, antitingan spirit, following Daoist

principles. This pursuit of cosmic spudlity typically setsout a predetermined

2°fYang Jiechang: Dark Writings, o Galleries
https://www.galleriesnow.net/shows/yajigchang30-yearsof-collaborationwith-the-
galeriejeannebucherjaeger/
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direction for the artworkaimedto convey specific themes or content that resonate with

the natural world and its spirits.

Contrastingly,  n g 6 s avpepcreatiagchis series is not driven by a preconceived

endpoint or an ideological objective. Instead, his process is chasedtlyi unscripted

and direct engagement with the materials, allowing their physical changes to guide his

actions The evolution of each piece is spontaneous, steered by the sensory responses

to the materials at hand. Yangds wor k emeil
dynamic exploration that unfolds moment by moment, layer by layer, without a

predefined notio of what each work will encapsulate.

The outcome of his method is not a distilled representation of spiritual concepts but an
openended inquiry, a tactile dialogue that may ultimately raise new questions or

suggest unforeseen ideas. His repetitive process is a testament to the immediacy of
creation, an embodiment of the continuous and intuitive interaction with ink that defines

his unique artistic journey. The inkds agert
with eachappliedl ay er , affecting Yangds bodily enq
subsequent decisions and actions. This agency of interconnectedness fosters a
performance o# limitless, self-organising process, highlighting an ontology of self

propelling processes into whi¢he artist is inextricably immersgget with outcomes

that remain unforesee°Dur i ng t hi s Arepetitiveod yet A

application, therasno i ntenti onal purpose unfolding
330 Coole and Frosfew Materialismsl 3 ; Di ane Coole, fAAgentic Capa
Historical Materialism: Thinking with New Materialisn i n t he Pol i ti cal Scier

Millennium: Journal of International Studiedl, no. 3(2013): 3.
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generativity 8* This nonlinear flov of creativity, unbounded by preconception or

external directive, embodies a pure, mordeamoment emergenc&? As Yang

declareshis creative purpose is not based on a predetermined theory or concept, but

Ai' s ambiguous, i nchoeetieordemrto agriverabanf@rmo that i n e X
may in the end pose¥®Rhe ufegu d 0tni oMo ao rc oMmoccoerp
appears to bring forth is to explore new possibilities for engaging with ink materials,
transforming the artistic process into an angoevent of constant evolution through

perpetual and attuned repetitive actions.

iv. A critical response to traditional Chinese painting

Y a n g&vsvays of usinghe traditionakrtmaterials of ink anduanpaper inevitably
awakens the desire far response to the long history of inke in Chinese painting,
which would traditionally emphasise cultural cultivation, expressive ink language, and
moral character. Several scholars (such as Mae@uc and Melissa Chiu) have
addressed thessueof how Y a n gvork comprehensively destroys the traditional
manner of mastering the ink and brush, and how it endows ink with the authority to
generate meanings in itséf However, | argue that his work is not so much an
antagonitic and destructive reaction aigst traditionsasa pur sui t of At r ans
that seeks to refine or improve the limits of a predominant tradition. The concept of
transgression has been the topic of many philosophical worksphotultmay have
captured ibest:

Transgression ismaaction which involves the limit, that narrow zone of a line

where it displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps also its entire trajectory, even
its origin; it is likely that transgression has its entire space in the line it crosses. The

#¥lCool e, fHAgentic Capacities, o 7.
332 |bid.
¥Frogier and Yang, fAEros, Global, Chaos. 0

334 See LeducDissidencef0; Chiu,Breakout 41.
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play of limits and transgression seems to be regulated by a simple obstinacy:
transgression incessantly crosses and recrosses a line which closes up behind it in
a wave of extremely short duration, and thus it is made to return once more tight to
the horizon of the wrossable. But this relationship is considerably more complex:
these elements are situated in an uncertain context, in certainties which are

immediately upset so that thought is ineffectual as soon as it attempts to seize

them?33°

Transgression, in Foucaub s t er ms , appears as a paradoxi
limits set by the predominant conventions of historical critdiee crossing ofimits

is primarily rooted in an affirmation or acknowledgement of existing systems of
mechanisms or conventionsdaiemerges with ansatiabledesire to revive or improve

existing barriers. Transgression thus understood is essentially a reflective act of

affirmation of the limit and discovery of new territories.

Yang0s work embodies such transgression. Y
and practicing traditional calligraphy and painting, having attertdedGuangzhou

Academy ofFine Arts in 1978, where he acquired a professional understanding of the

style, spiritual connotations, and techniques of ink painting. However, after his move

to Paris and Heidelberg, and after beginning to participate in exhibitions across the

globe (the first took place in 1989), he gradually became aware of the need to rethink

the values of traditional paintings that had remained an orthodox artistic practice for
thousands of years. In ink painting, pictorial content and expressive language have long

been emphased over its physical affinities. In addition to the centuloeg)

development of classical ink painting discussed earlier in this chapter, Chinese ink

painting in the modern edafrom 1912 to 1978 underwent significant

335 Michel FoucaultLanguag, CounteftMemory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews
ed. Donald F. Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca, New York:
Cornell University Press, 1997),138
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transformations influenced bynoderngation, Western artistic influence, and the
tumultuousbackdrop of politicaland military conflicts, and economic challeng&s,
associated witthe implementations of socialist realist standards during the 1950s and
the unprecedented hardships of @dtural Revolutiorof 1966 76. These diverse
factors shapedhe pluralism of styles and subject matters seen in ink paintings
throughout the twentieth century. However, the dominant approach to these artistic
creations consistently aimed to reinterpret the visual elements of ink painting, such as
composition,colour, and pictorial standards, while still maintaining a connection to

both traditional and realist ink painting traditioi$.

With his rich cultural experience and artistic training, while actively participating in the
global art sphere, Yang elicits ar@ig desire to revaluate and reconfigure the
aest het i cs, indarticilar within theospdcteum of aesthetically sanctioned
materials, while not losing its cultural contéXf.For him, what restricts the new
innovations with ink is the methods brushworks in association with elite culture:
In the past, not everyone was privileged enough to hold a brush. Only one or two
smart children in a village had the opportunity to be educated. The whole family
would work hard to support the educationttwt child. This child held the brush
and held the future of the clan. The brush embodies a kind of elite. The brush means
a lot of responsibility, and not everybody can takéit.

Yangobs deski |l | e duarpaperdévoichofthpeesence of krushword

and rearrangement of ordgstrives to go beyond the limits of a fixed mastered skill in

336 The period that includes the conflict with Japan from 1937 to &8d3%he subsequent
civil war culminating in the formation of the
337 Realist ink painting emerged as a distinct art form championed by artists like Xu Beihong.
It garnered substantial endorsement from official art bodidseducational establishments
post the 1949 liberation, evolving steadily into a novel artistic convention.
Al an Yeung, AYang Jiechang: UnkStedioBeiing, Massacr e
February 2015, accessed March 6 2024. http://www.inkstiaiimcn/press/19/.
¥Li, fHAAction Painting.o
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the hands of a cultivated elite, to a new possibility ofprkctice as the inner drive of

every creative persomho focuses on the very act ofaking and the affects it brings.

His deskilling is not a radical denial of all sides of traditional painting. Under the
contemporary age when the global art sphere advofate®w artistic innovations,

Yang believes that a rethinking of the past is fmai-f d s h i*48 Al dave never
considered historical consciousness to be a retrograde attitude. It has always seemed to

me that artists must take respdnsibility f

In some waysYang still affirms the characters andeeents of ink painting without
changing their material propertiesle employs the intrinsic qualities of idkits
darkness and fluidify and harnesses the thin and absorbent nature of single sheets of
xuanpaper, which serve as an ideal surface for inkiucaqy the nuances of brushwork

in traditional painting. Additionally, hesesalum, a substance employed by painters
during the Song and Yuan dynasties to modify the visual characteristics of wet ink.
Although not explicitly depicted in the artwork, aluabsorbs inko varying degrees,
resulting in diverse visual effects. Yang purposefully incorporates alum into his process,
noting thechallenginguncertainty about when to apply al@nduring the drying othe
wetting stagé*?Hi s comprehension of alumdés wunpredi
grasp a quality he fourtd belacking when attempting to replicate the works of China's

renowned masters, who employed the technique knosarefsn jiu rarf 10

repetitively layeringcolours to achieve a distinct aesthetic.

340 Conversation with Yang Jiechang, Martina Kopgahg & Zheng Shengtian. March 31,
2011. Asia Art Archive in America.
Frogier and Yang, fAEros, Global, Chaos. 0
Yee, fAMaterials and Process, 0 53.
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Yang®s approach builds upon an understanding of the material properties and their
functions in traditional ink painting, but seeks to approach them in a state of disorder
and chaos, creating a distorted pattern iwithe very physicality of the artwork. This
offers a stark contrast to traditional figurative representation. According to Yang, it is
important to preserve the traditional technique, yet if he were to infuse too much
technical language such as points, ies, and planésit would draw the viewéds
attention more to the aesthetics of imagery rather than the essential nature ofthis art.
This does not imply that he desires his creativity to be purely conceptual or
philosophical, but rathethat he seeks adtic inspirationin tradition and his inner
nature and temperametftt As such,Y a n gad does not abandon rationalityut
involves a disregard for the rules that were originadlgded tareat a stable figurative
outcome. These deviations allow the ink material to enter a realm unrestricted by order,

one that has not yet staléd or fully developed over time.

More i mportantly, Y a n g 6 swork aith ¢he materia8e an d

employing a disruptive method without destroying their intrinsic material progerties

is an act of simultaneous and continuous affirmation and denial, which evokes a desire

for a constant and unending need to go beyond existing physical and aesthetic barriers.

As Del euze puts it Aiin every respect,
into question, it denounces its nominal or general character in favour of a more
pr of ound and mo¥e&angsrrapetisve pracess seraek fo digtartdhe

notion of a singular authorship, challenging the idea of a distinct artistic identity tied to

@WErickson, #flnterview Excerpts, o 47.
%Al an Yeung, AYang Jiechang. o
345 Gilles DeleuzeDifference and Repetitiotrans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994), 3.

228

S e

rep



individual expression. Simultaneously, it disrupts theear temporal flowthat
charactesedt he wor ks of traditional masters. Wh
approaching of the task again and again, an act of accumulation of the inner aesthetics

or energy of the materials, that is without a clear linear narrative thahsimabserve

a start or finish |line. I n Yangbs case, t
activate a processual understanding of embodied existence, chasddbgra flow of

experiences. His repetition implies an unsatisfiable will to endagereation of ink

artwork into constant explorations of limits and new innovations.

As such, from a material dimension, Yangos
as fixed material properties of historical criteria for representational purpbegsjd

not just create new iterations of representation of ink in conceptual or abstract art
practices. Rather, his works are more of a discursive practice embeddestitisel

and a reevaluation of traditional Chinese ink painting, by which theemal of ink is

no longer constructed to satisfy aspects of a formal style or functionality, but is given

an agency capable of structuring and reconfiguring a multitude of temporal perceptions

and effects, while working in concert with the human agent.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored how the processual enactments and embodiments of the
artists actionsand theagentic capacities of idkand other materials likeuanpaper

and gauzé and the affective experiencésus elicitedoffer alternative avensefor
understanding the meaning and value of Yang's work. It has presented a perspective

that foregrounds the agentic participation of inkthe makingprocess and how it
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shapes the artistoés physical and snensuous
and even each piea# the series. Through this perspective, welseg Y a n d@s

Layers of Inkseries activates an ongoing process of meamaking that invites

potential changes, transformations, and shifts in the interplay between creation and

pere pti on. By act itoc@stantly groduennprédictallecefieatsand y

affects, Yang creates an alternative configuration that unleashes the boundless
multiplicity of Chaos. This visual ambiguity allows the ink material to transcend its
predefined potential, embracing and enveloping existence arag#gfen ways, thereby

liberating it from historical constraints and dogmatic norms of skKill.
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Chapter 4
More-thanh u man Agency: Natuie 8arigs Shaoj i 0s

While Chapter 3 providikan example to illustrate the notion of agency beyond human
actors to intude nonrhumanand inanimate entities, acknowledging their capacity to
both obstruct human intentions and act with their own trajectories, this chapter proposes

a slightly different study casert he di s c u s s.iftoaims t fencainpagse n c y

1]

Il i vi ng o t-thaehusan elententsnsuch @s animals, and their capacities to
actively intertwine with human antbn-humanentities in the creation and perception

of Material Art The argument that | wish to pursue in thisptbais that the notion of
Material Art requires a mor¢ghanthuman perspectivthat goesbeyond merelynon
humanor inanimate mier. This perspective will enable us to more fully acknowledge
all the becomings and relationships that emerge and constheteevent of

i wo r |38a tmegrocess ahaking the worldThe inclusion othe agency of living
entities will provide a deeper and more nuanced perspédufiwehich tore-evaluae
anthropocentric views of human subjectivity, autonpamd intentionality irMaterial

Art.

I wi || specifically f oc uChaing The Unbaamagle Shaoj i
Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No(Z802 2007, fig. 11), exhibited inThe Allure

of Matter, which shows soft white silk produced by living silkworms twining through

and around several metal chaihathang r om t he cei ling. This wor
prolonged and ongoinblature series(1989 present), allof the works within which

engage thsilkworm to ceproduce silk in various shapes and forms (e.g., installation,

346 Haraway When Species Meet
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sculpture, and video), sometimes in entanglement with other material components, in
this case, with metal chains. Liang has besmking with silkworms in his Nature

seriesfor dmost thirty years now*’

The use of animalgn contemporary Chinese ad not new. In fact, ihas beera

frequent theme in the major trends of contemporary Chinese art sirg8® fhevement.

Some of the works involving animals as the object or peréorof art are welknown

on the gl obal art s c eTheater ofthecWorld087/1998,ang Y on
fig. 38), which includesreptiles, amphibians, and insects in two chie boxes, in

which they are |l eft to ki DdgsTéa Cahnotofoubher ; Sun
Each Other(2003, fig. 3), which documents eight dogs strappetreadmills facing

one another, only abletoun f or war d, A GasedStudy of TBnsfergnges
(1993/1994, fig40), which consisted of a performance of two living pigs, their bodies

stamped with false Chinese characters and nonsensical English words, in a gallery space

filled with books in diferent languages. These works have drawn much scholarly

attention and debate, especially concerning their aspects of metaphorical responses to

sociopolitical, biopolitical ethical, and moral issué& These works often embody

3471. The early stage, from 1989 to 1999, where he began to explore the silkworm as an
artistic medium; 2. The period from 2000 to 2009, during which he focused more on the life
process of the silkworm and its inherent vitality; 3. The phase from 2009 poetbent, which
engages more deeply with contemporary issues and the broader concerns of humanity. For
more details about features of different stage
Sil kworm: A Conver s dheinermew tooktplace at theant@gtstudib a o j i , 0
in the Tiantai Museum in Zhejiang on August 7, 2017. Originally conducted in Chinese, it has
been translated into English by the author.
348 See e.g.Meiling ChengfiAnimalworks in China) The Drama Review1.1 (2007): 8i
91; Ted NannicellifiAnimals, Ethics, and the Art WorlaOctober164 (2018): 11832;
Gaojie Pan, AdAPeriphery and Otherness: Ani mal s
di ssertation, The Chinese University of Kong K
Figw es I nspirations i n ACd thd GrienfhOo(2021): 910Ghi nese Ar t
Silvia Fok,Life and Death: Art and the Body in Contemporary CHingellect L and
DEFAE, 2012) ; Winston Kyan, AfHumani stic Buddhi
: (2021): 298311.
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anthropocentric perspectives, wherein human beings act as the sole arbiters or
controllers of the lives of animalin this context, animal bodies in art frequently serves

as ndmeumdanOt her , 0 subj ect &%Thetsignifitahce of thesenan g a z
artworks resides in how animals act as indicators of symbolic meanings for articulation

of broader socigolitical concerns.

Many of Li an g 6thestwdy cak€hains howevér,dedturenagmnore onto

biological engagement with animals, allowintkworms to undergo their biological

life processa® hatching, growing, spinning, cocooning, emerging, and layingdeggs

while at the same time actively pooduéing cr eat i ve si |l k wor ks w
biotechnological approaches. Once genetically selectedrasdbeed, the silkworms

invol ved 1in Liangds art mak,inorgare they¢he no | o n ¢
domesticated silkworms used for fabric production in sericulture. Instead, they become

a distinct breed capable of retaining their gtoducing biologichabilities while

acquiring increased resilience and adaptability to unconventional materials. As such,

they emerge as uniquactive creators, capable of contributing to thenakingprocess

In Chains these wormgroduce dense and irregular sitikeads that intertwine with
large metal chains suspended from the gallery ceiling, creating a paradoxicafacene
removed fromthe ordinary Metal chains are typically fourmh sitedike steamshig
harbar wharfs, industrial sites, oas part ofarchtectural construction Silk, on the
other hand, is usually encountered either in handmade orpradisced fabris that

oftenobscurallt r aces of t he s i-prdduetionprogeds, driniosead gi c a |

%Raino I sto, AOrganic (un)Ground in the Time o
Conceptualizing GI obal Post humandosmaofi n t he Art
Contemporary Chinese A?t2-3 (2016):197 205.
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rooms in zoos, o r assesabauthsilkwodnT beerding. Inlthe cakes gy ¢ |
of zoos and educational settingke silk is predominantly observed in the form of

cocoons rather than in its flat, planar form.

Liang introduces an unconventional and unexpected juxtaposition, blending two
disparate elements that do not usually interact in realitythée¢ntanglement of chains

and silk threads produces an ambiguous effect that is both startling and harmonious,
suggesting a sense of coherence or balamtber than confrontatioriThe visual
presence of the displayed artworks is ambiguous, gentle, rhetorical, and silent, eliciting
more of a playon the principles of phenomenology and processes of visual perception
than those oL i a rcgntemporariesvho would use animals in a wathat evokes a

direct visual threat or shock in the viewer. The latter are often representational in

character, offering themselves up for metaphorical articulations.

More importantly, the textured and disordered qualities of thefibils, resembling

flesh, evoke tactile and somatic sensations in the viewer, elititafgeling that the

silk threads entwined with the metal chain
and spinningFurther in the Allure of Matterexhibition, the scale of each hoived

chain is about the size of a human body. Each chain is composed of individual links,

that areverticaly and crossonnected with other links. The length of the chains varies,

with some hangindow, close to the flogrsome suspended mid-space, andome

short hangingclose to the ceiling. The longest chain touches the floor, with five of its

links laying on the ground (fid.1). The chains are irregularly distributed, hanging from

the ceiling at various distances from each other. The viewer can freely walk around

each chain and through these distancing spaces. Two of the chains are not hung from
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the ceiling, but placed on thbr, not in smooth, but in crookeshapes. The effect is

that they look like they have just fallen off the chains above.

Themetalsurface of the chains is not smooth but rusty. The silk intertwining with the
chains does not homogeneously caberwhde link. Some links are fully covered by
silk thread,hiding their original shape, while some are unevenly and asymmetrically
covered (several links are only minimally covered), making their original shapes
identifiable. When walking close to the chainseavill notice that it is not only the silk

that winds through the chains, but also some cocoons, wrapped in silk thredd) (fig.

The silk in this installation is not delicatée the industrially-produced higkdensity
fabricthatcarries no apparetgstimonytot he si | kwor més mode of pr
Chainscomprises a more natural, organic, and unordered form of silk, with variations

of density and thickness (fig2#makingthe viewer aware of it having been made by

silkworms, rather than afitially or industrially produced. The silk appears to be

almost alive, with eacfibre displaying a lack of uniformity; its shapes and textured

gualities vary due to differences in diameter and density. Upon close inspection, the

fibres of silk coveringhie metals display a reticular, yet disordered, pattern that appears

to have formed naturally ipyes i | k wor ms é spinning.

This phenomenon draws us into difmei breadntm of
matterd Her theory suggestthat all matter, regardless of its life status or ability to

physically move, indicates a reshaping of the concepts of life or what it means to be

living. Whether biologicallyalive or not, inert matter may possess forceful p@aoér

life, as it has the capagito impact on the environment it inhabits as well as the other
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materialities with which it is intimately associatéd.This concept was vividly

il lustrated through Bennett s owastickbser vat.
a glove, a bottle cap, geollen, and a dead éatevealing that these items possess not

just a passive Aintractabilityo but al so tl}
The dynamic interactiobhetweerthe glove stick, pollenrat, andbottle cap, alongside

their collective relationshipwith the street, the weather, and the observer, istheen

with a lively essence, making them shimmer and spark as part of an emergenttableau.

Bennett notethat the energy and effect these objects genaratet solely thaesult

of human interaction but emerge from the objects' interactions with each other and their
environment, suggesting that matter operates asosgdhsing systems, beyonany

humancentric framework.

Bennettds theory i ntr acerasesetie baundana liciweea | Vi e
lifeless objects and living entities, positing that matter itself possesses arfthirage

powel: the capacity to animate, act, and engender both profound and subtle®&tfects.

The sil k i n Li ang ésgrinciplesappearihgdotbé abmost eeniibnd, d i e s t
with eachfibred uniquely shaped and textufedeflecting variances in diameter and

density. Upon close inspection, thidk fibres covering the metals display a reticular,

yet disordered, chaotic pattern. Thackimess of the silk is unevenly distributed.

Focusing on a single linkhe viewer can obserymartsthat display a fevelear single

lines of silk, while other par@re covered witmultiple layers of silkinvokinga snow

like texture. The innepartsof the woundsilk revealsome cocoonsevealing tahe

350 Bennett Jae, Vibrant Matter A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press2010),3.
31bid., 5.
3521bid., 6.
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viewer who is familiar with silkworm breeding thihis silk is organially produced by

spinningsilkworms

Apart from the common contexts wheome might encountesilkwormsd such as

insect exhibits azoos orsmaltscalehome breadingf silkworms the installation
renders the familiar unfamiliar, imbuing the silk and the ghostly presence of silkworms
with an almost inexplicable and mythical quality. This resultsiftioe contrast between

the silk that seems clean, light, soft, and gentle, and the chains that seem timeworn,
heavy, rigid, tough, and cold. Although these qualities seemntrast with onarother,

here, the silk anthechains are interrelated, revedia harmonious and silent state of

co-existence.

The silk threads, wrapped around chains with some cocoons nestled beneath the silk,
appear both raw and fragile, as if on the brink of breaking) not yet broken. This

visual tension exposes a dynamic fofce, juxtaposing toughness and softness.
Furthermore, the uniquabo-shaped trail of silk spun by the silkworms creates a
captivating phenomenon of refraction. The exhibition spacesagilside lighting to
obliquely illuminate the sculptural installati, resulting in the shadows of the chains
being projected onto the two exhibition walls (figl). As the viewer moves slowly
around the shimmering silk on metal chains in the exhibition rtoegwill notice the

subtle yet continuous changes in the quiveoaotyvard diffusion of thesilk halo (fig.

43) responding silently to his movement, creating an experience akin to a tour through

the space.

Despite the overwhelmingly giant and weighty intias metal chains, the volume and
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intensity ofthe silk fibre, coupled with the changing lighting effects reflecting off the
thread$® particularly as they entwine the metal, rendering it seemingly trapped and
passivé display a type of fortitude that the tak cannot overpower. It is a
transformative spectacle: a solitary, easily breakable silk thread evolves into an emblem
of strength, capable of intertwining with and even dominating another material that is

ostensibly its antithesis.

This juxtaposition of soft, vibrant silkndthe solid, unyielding metal chains provokes

a range of affects or emotions time viewer, ranging from curiosity and anxiety to

wonder and apprehension. This ultimately leadhéaentral pursit of this chapgr: to

reveal that mor¢hanhuman entities have an agentic capacity in art that can not only

counter what the human mind imagines them tplg that canalso, as Bennett

describest, fAact as quasi agents or fndangess wi t h
of t h e3°capablevafi prodlucing effects that primaltiéysthe viewerevolveinto

a cognitive awareness of phenomenological bodily perception.

This perception, preceding the vieweroaos i
from theactual single objects of silk and chains and the knowledge they dravey

acquire about them, but from the sensory experighatthese materials together might

bring. According to Deleuze, sensations mtegral parts of actual things that happen,

granting these things diving significance for us3*The significance emerging in
Liangbs work is the cognitive awareness of

presence of the becoming of the silk, and this comes before understanding thefnature

33 1bid., viii.
34 Gilles Deleuze and Francis Bacdtrancis Bacon: The Logic of Sensatifrondon; New
York: Continuum, 2004).
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the real physical presence of the work. Therefore, although composed of lifeless
materi al component s, Liangbs work metonymi

embodied, sensuous encounter with it.

Such agentic capacity and vitality tfe silkkworm andthes i | k i n dei angds @
however, aspects thateoften overlooked irthecurrentliterature Li angdés wor ks
often discussed within the themes of fibre art, craft, and bioart. Among the current
discussions about his works, scholars tend to esipé their philosophical or

metaphysical significatiodsespecially those of Daoism (or Taoighyhich have

greatly impacted on the conceptaapect®f his works3>®

Many scholars and critics drawo dfnmmecti ons

nature] and its related worldview in Liang's oeuamnela distinctively Chinese, Daoist
inspired, Eastern ecological aesthetic, a perspective often supported by Liang himself
in interviews and published not&8.Liangd silkworm art, with its ecologét aesthetic,
perceives nature as a unified whdlégelebrates an artform marked by ethereality and
ambiguity, and acknowledges the seamless connection between humanity and divine

natureor t he har mony between humami ttwbkamrcd nat

al so mani f eWateeRkcoidss exanime@aster2),28 aligning with the

XiaKejun, fAThe Sil k -tShpa ddady Shadji: B&kto OrigifShanghai:

ShanghART Gallery, 2014), 1381.

356 See Marianne Brouwegloud (Shanghai: ShanghART, 2007); Liang Shabjl, i a n g

Shaoji: About Nature Series, o 1994, accessed M
http://www.shanghartgallery.com/galleryarchive/texts/id5dris von Drathenywindflower:

Perceptions of NaturéOtterlo: Krdler-Miler Museum, 2011);Jingrang, A Pursuit for
Tao through the Sil kworm: A Conversation with
University of Jyvakylg 2018.

357 Brouwer,Cloud.

358 yon DrathenWindflower

239


http://www.shanghartgallery.com/galleryarchive/texts/id/54

expansive interpretation of Eastern Daoist natural cosmology. Indeed, on many
occasions, such as in an interview with Gladston and Yang Jing, Liang dssbissse
faith in Chinese philosophy, especially Daoism, as wellhainfluence of Western
philosophers, such as Friedrich Nietzsche and Albert Camus, that have brought much

inspirations to his creative ideas in .

However, this philosophical conceptualisatof the relationship between humans and
nature is often articulated through an inm
language into symbolism or metaphysical understanding. Their interpretatinos- of

humanor morethanh u man ent i t ilkeworksiare bdsedam preswsnptige
metaphysical paradigms, focusing more on what the artmednsor representsthan

on what the materialdo within the artworks themselvehie connections they forge,

their ability to affect and be affected within theslationships, and theonsequences

of these dynamic interactions.

In addition, much of the curree c hol ar | y f o cmakingmratesssi ang o6 s
emphasies his use of biotechnology to more effectively control silkwbehavious

for dynamic visual redtsd a perspective that often highlights the dominance of the
artistés intentional it y-livingehttiescLess aitenBonov er 0|
has been paid to the experiences (both physical and emotional) of the silkworms
themselves during the arakingprocess their agentic capacities in influencing the
artistés strategies, actions, and experi et

artmakirg. Several questions remain unexplored: To what extent does Liang

9p g u | Gl adst on, @A A Co n\BeanghART2012,raccessetl Marché,ang Sha
2024 .https://www.shanghartgallery.com/galleryarchive/texts/id/4007Y ang Ji ng, APur s
the Tao through the Sil kworm. o
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manipulate and control the process, and how do silkworms, in turn, react and influence
the artist? To what extent is the variabil]
the silkworms' natural biological processes, or of interactions and collaborations

betweerthe silkwormsand he arti st dés actions?

Whil e acknowledging the workds potential t ¢
humans, between nature and sericulture, anddsstwhe wild and the domesticaded

which might in some ways resonate with Daoist philosophy about humans and nature,

| turnto a more ontological and processual approach to understanding the boundaries

or relationshipgevealed inL i a nChains Accordingto Barad, boundaries are not

pre-existing; they emerge through continuous i#céion among different entities.

They are noinstantaneouslgommunicated from a distance but astablished within

a phenomenon that clearly delineates thédur understandig o f the artwo
exploration of boundari es comes not fror
representation by just standing outside the world but through engaging with the artwork

and its embedded processes.

Infact,i t i s not part cabdehatiordspis onlmetal aclainsdThe t y p i
sense of vitality is achieved through a continuous entanglement between artist,
silkworms, and metal chains as well as environmental conditions,, gpatéme. In
this process, the silkworms are not the only egatral creatabutthey areco-agents
in the artmakingprocessBennettalsoregnise s t hat t he matter 6s cafr
is not isolated, butreates dynamic cooperative interconnections. She states:

[é ] alandscape possesses an efficacy of its own, a liveliness intermeshed with

human agency. Clearly, the scape of the land is more tharghgsical surface

upon which events play out. Clearlg, particular configuration of plants,
buildings, mounds, winds, rocks, moods does not operate simply as a tableau

241



for actions whose impetus comes from elsewf%re.

In other words, when agents collaborate in the enactment of an event, all the agents
involved in that enactment are implicated. Therefore, boundaries such as those between
human anchon-humanand morethanhuman, nature and sericulture, can only emerge
througha continuous (re)negotiatiorand the ongoingnakingprocess among these
different enities or componentsDuring the artmakingrocess, hese entities or
components depend on their relations, constantly evolving and always in flux, affecting

and being affected by each other.

The i nter pr eChaihsithenefore shouldindtimyg dn $ow it presents a
preconceived notodooaorshbhotw Bt fAmmedi ately ev:«

uponthevi ewer 6s encounter. l nstead, it shoul d
components materig® in a complex materiatliscursive entangleemt during the
artmakingprocessand how the boundaries of these entities and processes remain fluid,
temporary, and porous. Viewing the agency of the silkworm as dispersed within this

ongoing relational phenomenon enables us to understanddwovdaries are enacted.

In fact, while Liang hasoften discussed Daoishspired and Eastern ecological
aesthetis inrelaion to his works in theNature series he also maintains a degree of
ambiguity and ambivalence about the values and meaningse gbrtdduction and
displayed artworks. He appears to inscribe a more ontological understanding of his
artistic intention andnakingprocesss andimplies that scholars have, to some extent,

reduced the significance of his works to mere interpretations ctaife(especially

%Jane Bennett and KIlaus K. LoerGAM T t | AVi brant
Architecture Magazin& (2011): 3.
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Ni et zscheods) an dF*ICHisiCreatiseeNotgshiand mlases groager

val ue on the Apr,oecagesismg ovieat tiehdreaspaci ty
artwork are defined as soon as it is completétiHe views the process of completion

as fa dynami c, moving vehicle of art, hi st
and infinite possibilities*&® This evolution allows for the expansion of time and space.

The narrative of the work is enriched byigental events that occur during its creation,

with the Al ength, thickndise, ceolimgwtthbaitt y an

w o r kefaningin a state of perpetual becoméng ki nd of Aunfinished

and finished incompletioré*

Assuch, although | do not deny thatoLiangos
an aspect that has garnered significant scholarly atténtibighlight how hisChains

offer a norhumancentred version through the complex processual ontologies that
emphasie the biotechnological, biological, and ecological entanglesartiumans,
northumans and morethanh u ma n s . I wi || explore how Li
possibility to not only question human intentionality, subjectivity, and autonomy, but

also actively chllenge these notions. This exploration will allow us to uncbeer the

potential for agentic participation of animals in art can provide a fresh giblial

perspective on the nature of interspecies interactions, and can open up ways for us to
moveaway from traditional humaeentric ethics towards a heightened understanding

of the fiworldo we are encouraged to reconnect with, becoming rresponsebled

towards it3°

%Gl adston, AA Conversation. o

362 jang ShaojiLiang Shaoji: Creative Notes (1987021)(Shanghai: Shangh Art Gallery,

2021), 24.

363 |bid.

364 |bid., 241 5.

%%Donna Haraway, fASituated Knowledges: The Scie
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The biological value of the silkworm and the history of Chinese silk

production
The silkworm holds particular value for Liang. Biologicalig, a lepidopteran insect, it
undergoesa complete metamorphosieroughfour life stages: egg, larva, pupa, and
moth. A larva, once hatched, requires 20 to 28 days to mature andheegnocess of
spinning silk and forming a cocoon, a procedsch lastsabout three days before
begins to transitiomto a pupawhich takesa day or twoAs part ofthe spinning and
cocooning processes, it produces silk, which consists of animalrpibis one of the
essential biomoleculas living organismsand is the most primitive naturabfe. Silk
spat out by the silkworm is a combination of two silk proteins secreted from the
si | kwor mé s onghe lefk andyriglat sidks, bonded together \hiprotein
sericin. The behaviourof mature silkworms producing silk and forming cocoons is
instinctual, driven by the silkworm's internal physiological stAwit reaches the end
of its fifth instar, asurge in itsmoulting hormone prompts the cessation of mulberry
eating and initiates the cocooning stage. Within the cocoon, the silkworm secures itself
to the cavity wall, moving its head in a sitteside motion to createfibo-shaped silk
circle of ' 2mm in diameter (asanb e s e e n 8iSeariesB Instaltatiod €ig. 44),
grouping every 1825 loops into what is known as a cocoon piéé®eThe
transformation from pupa to moth occurs over ten to fifteen days, concluding the
sil kwormés | if e c yatotalefd0i 6@ tayscwith theynpth deatH | y

following egglaying.

The silkworm occupies a particular narrative space inlahg history of Chinese

Privilege of HaministStutigsv@leld, Np. 8 (1988)\6899.0
366 |_. Patricia Kite,Silkworms(Conshohocken, PA: Infinity Publishing, 2008), 4.
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sericulture and silk craftsmanship, and Liang has l@emctive participanin the
professional and technological activities of the biology of the silkworm and
biotechnology of Chinese sericulture. China was the first countiyeinvbrld to rear

the silkworm forthe primary purpose of extracting siRkemnants of silk as old as 8,500
years have been found in Neolithic tombs in China. Due to its porous quality, silk is
permeabl e and hygroscopi c, aofh Bibrehh ®'dn been r ¢
Ancient Chinait was historically exclusivelyisedby emperors and empresses, and
was a symbol of wealtlsilk remained confined to China until tBdk Roadtook shape
around the latter half of the first millennium BC, during which tilme silk fabric was
exported to Central Asia, Africa, and Euro®China retained its monopotn silk
productionfor another thousand years. Not limitecttothing, silk was also employed

for other usages, such as writing, and duringTidueg Dynastythe colour of silk you

wore was an important indicator sdcial class.

Traditional silk productiommmerses pupae in boiling water to unravel individual long
fibres for collection onto the spinning reel. Once coiled on a spool, a single unwound
cocoon can produce a silk filament betweeni@@Q0 metres long. A single thread
cannot be used for commercial purposes, as it is often too precious and fragile, and so
it is normally spun into five to eight strands to achieve a single thread of silk, which
will later be dyed and woven. The weaving stage then involves splitting the raw silk

into warp and weft threads, which are then woven together in accordance with

367 American Fabrics and Fashion Magazine, glacyclopaedia of TextileFhird Edition
(New Jersey: Prentiedall Inc., 1980), 12437.
%8 The Silk Road trade was instrumental in establishing political and economic connections
between ChinaJapanKorea,Iran, India, Europe Arabia andthe Horn of Africa. Beyond
merchandise, this network enabled a remarkable exchange ofddieasific imovations
philosophiesandreligions (notably Buddhism). These exchanges were often integrated or
transformed by the cultures that absorbed them.
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predetermied organisational guidelines to create silk fabriccontemporary China,
industrialised production has almost entirely replaced the traditionaiviaaving silk
production process, as it is more efficient and improves the quality of the silk texture.
The reared and domesticated silkworm has remained a source for textile production,
while also acting as a medium for enhancing international trade and exchange, with its

silk being regarded as a mgréndustrial fabric.

During the evolution of silk prodiici o n , which centred on
capacity for producing the precious qualities of silk for human usages from a utilitarian
perspective, silkdéds primitive property
of the biological charactistics of the silkworm have largely been overlookedtead

it has largely been incorporated into a standardised mode of mass prodAgsach,

thesilkworm typically holds the status af passive object awaiting human use.

Li angos sthelsilkkvotmifon art practices
Liangbs deci si o martpoodustiordid notleraerge byladcideaty nor
did he amateurishly use this living material without knowleoliger practical skills in
its biology andrearing. Before the actual creation of this work, Liang had been
experimenting with silkworms in art for ten years (his first work using silkworifi is
Serie§ Magic Cubecreated in 1988 for the exhibition &hina/AvantGardg during

which time he carriedut numerous academic research studies and field3¥dok

389 jang studied numerous sericulture textbooks and subscribed to scholarly publications like
fiScience of Sérultured to stay informed about the latest scientific developments in the field.
Beyond seeking advice from silkworm specialists at Zhejiang Agricultural University
regarding the silkworn@biological rhythms and health issues, he also visited local @itkw
egg farms and engaged in crdwseding and silkworm egg production with the help of farm
staff. His studies extended beyond silkworms to include the cultivation of mulberry trees.
Collaborating with mulberry growers in Linhai City, Zhejiang Provirteecollected
mulberries to feed the silkworms. Additionally, he constructed a greenhouse to regulate
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acquire professional knowledge about the biology and behaviour of the silkworm; the
raising, breeding, and biotechnology of it, as well as past and current sericulture in
China. Critical of the oentation of silk production that is closely connected with the

decorative tradition, he emphasises the need to return the silkworm identity to its

fipri mit[i ve hireast¥%% state that goes beyond the human realm and pays

attention to the biologal characteristics that connects to nature. He believes that the
real nature of the silkworns not defined by the quantity or fineness of the silk it
produces for human ut#tion, nor by any specific stage in its lifecycle. Instead, it is
found in the Bkworm's dynamic biological cyclégiBased on observation and analysis

of the life of the living creature, | find and cultivate its own potential and it naturally
achieves the transformati@f’! Liang likens the lifecycle of silkworms f@n infinitely

fine lined®"2In this regard, silk transcendts status as a mer@nliving textile; it
becomes a record of the silkwordrife process’’ embodyingfithe existencand
beingin the long journey ofime and lifed*’#In this sense, we see that Liagmgbodies

an ontological understanding of the entanglement and processual dynamics of the
silkworm, emphasising not fnits existence as a solitary creature hlgoits role

within a broader narrative of transformation and interconnectivity. He regaeds th
sil kwormés | ife as a continuum that blurs

nortl i vi ng, with its silk serving as an inde

mulberry growth, experimenting with silkworm breeding outside the conventional sericulture
seasons of spring and autumn.

%Shen Ruijun, AA Conversation with Liangshaoji
] i ntervi ew, conducted at the artistobds stu
Yang, #APursuit for the Tao. 0

2 Nat ur e ECOARTASIAmccassed March 8024.
https://ecoartasia.net/LSJ/LSJ_eng.html
373 bid.
“Lin Jiabin, AAs Light and Shadow: Liang Shaoj
Thi nki ng6é @GenttabAcadeiny of Firfe @\t©ttober, 10, 201&ccessed March 6,
2024. https://www.cafa.commn/en/news/details/8325698
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process.

Liangbs emphasis on the fpri mirddisstionnofes s o of
the silk and silkworm as something thatlisarlyinvested with cultural and commercial

values from an anthropocentric perspective. The most common recognitions of this
materi al in peopleds minds is bowithaas a co
long history of human use, and as an organic material derived from the living silkworm.
Liangbs under standi ng o finertanddiverse mdtipliciy t he s
in both the natural and the human world resides in some way inthkewior més i nher e
propertyof something thatrecalBr uno Lat our 6s -objed imfOMe of t he
Have Never Been Moderhatour suggests that the quabjectembodies a paradox:

it is fimuch more social, much more fabricated, much neoikective than the 'hard'

parts of naturey et A mu ¢ h nomumamand abjactive than those shapeless

screens on which sociétyfor unknown reasorsneeded to bé&projected@ 33 For

Latour, the quasbbject represents the essencefiofodernityp acting both as a

foundation for the emergence of modern dualistic frameworks and as evidence of their
dissolution, especially in the wake of developments ldtedies of materialist

science’®*As Levi Bryant e X p-bbpedtsnase, objelcta tharel r 6 s 1A [ C
neither quite natural nor quite socjalé {hey are operators that draw people together

in particular relations as well as drawing people into relations with atitrehuman

objects while being irreducible social constructions in the semiotic s&igryant

notes the notegitimising function of thequasibj ect 6 s abi l ity to shi

375 BrunoLatour,We Have Never Been Moddarvard: Harvard University Press, 2012),
55.
376 | bid.
377 Levi Bryant,iOf QuasiObjects and the Construction of Collectivdsarval Subject48
(2011).
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proof away from subjectivity and place it

of practice?’®

The domesticated silkworm and its essential ability to produce organic silk seems to
assume nondualist form that acts not as a substitute for an object, but rather as a go
between object in itself: representing a verb that must be pratteéduer in tre field

of sericulture or in aé rather than a noun that is fixed in one domain. It can exist partly
independently of our knowledge of it and of the language in which we talk about it, and
enacts its own primitive biological activities (though the techyglaf raising, breeding,

and postcocoon stage silk production may vary). At the same time, it is still able to
connect with us in a different field, such as consumption, arts, and crafts. The silkworm
thusencapsulates nepiological matter within a biolgical context, leading to organic

silk that undergoes a metonymic shift, persistently breaking free from its consttaints.
appears to be neither subject nor object, but seems to operate more as an agency of play
in and of itself, interacting with or infencing human activities to shift between nature,

sericulture, and art gallery without ever turning into an inanimate object.

Through the cohabitation and observation of silkworms, Liang himself also notes that

the role otthesilkworm does not solely fias passive representation, relying on human
control,ratherrhe bel i eves that the silkworm has a
philosophy, aesthetics and histof$’ Liang highlights the influencef silkworms on

humans, underscoring a reciprocal (thouwgequal) dynamic where nature and culture

378 |bid.
®Shaoji Li @aeg 6 NAAbDidett 1 ioses & r eCGhingseAatists¥or k, 0 i n
Texts and Interviews: Chinese Contemporary Art AWEDE3AA), ed. Ai Weiwei (Hong
Kong: Timezone 8, 2002), 42.
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intertwine and affect one another, being inseparably connecteéiiNat ur e i s not
living environment but our cultural environmenr#® Indeed, the history of sericulture

in China is nosimply a history of luman control over the silkworm. The silkworm is

the only insect that has been reared for the production of fabric in Glimiz many
invertebratesecrete protein fibres that can be used to produce silk, it is only the
silkworm that can produce enough thfe consistently elegant, soft, and durable
gualities to be considered for largeale production of the coveted fabric. That is the

reason why, in Chinese history ariimal domestication, the silkworm is the only

invertebrate to bentirelydomesticated.

The sil kwormds uniqueness of c¢intenblateadi ng b
relationships with human activities transforms this animal in a multitude of ways,
affording it a crucial role in peopleds |
well as in the creation aflobal trade networks, enabling commuation of both
religious and cultural ideak.i angdés use of the sil kworm i
the biological realm with a nehiological (or nordliving) context, suggesting the

concept of the quasibject. This occupies a liminal space, neithelyfubpresenting

nor being represented.

The making-process
Liangbs understanding of the silkwoerm as
object as well as the acquired knowledge and technological methods of sericulture have

helped to shape his creation. At the same time, Liiasgade moderate use of distt

%Shaoji Liang, #ALiIiang ShanghART Galledlbod, adcesdé¢adt ur e Ser

March 6, 2024. http://www. shanghartgallery.com/galleryarchive/texts/id/54.
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ibi ogenet i é'toecoogerate evighrthie siliwdrm based on knowledge of its
genetics, and without brutal human interventibms not easy to make silkwosspin
on metal chains. Upon creatitithains Liang examinedthe ethology of silkworms,
whichare accustomed to environments containing lignin, like wood and paper, and find
materials devoid of lignin, such as metal, glass, and plastic, to be inhospi@blegan
to inquire why we have continued to understand the silkworm as loving ligein o
other materials, as its biological or biotechnological possibilities go beyond it:
In the past, scientific researchers and silkworm growers only wanted to improve
the quality and yield of cocoons and the sikling process. They had never
studied thepossibility of silk sculpture, so they did not study the relationship
between silk and other mamade materials. On the sole basis of biophysical
properties, they explained that silkworms eat leaves, so they feel comfortable with
materials containing lign. For example, paper contain wood fibres, so silkworms
can get along with paper. Metal, especially industrial waste metal with strange
smells and greasy dirt, are of course not suitable for silkworms who love
cleanliness. This is the starting point foy philosophical thinking and aesthetic
thinking, to ask about the circumstances and abilities offfe.
Liang wanted tapenthe possibilities othe adaptability osilkwormsand their life
forcebecause, in his opiniothe focus ofericulture production and research primarily
aims at creating smoother and more uniform silk fabHe found that wild silkworms
have stronger immunity and climbing abilities than domesticated ones, though the latter
have more advanced silk glan®fS.Utilising principles of genetic selection and
crossbreeding, Liang embarked on a program to combine the advantageous traits of
both wild and domesticated silkworms. By selecting eggs with enhanced physical

strength and tolerance, he aimed to cultivate astesin of silkworm that could adapt

more readily to unconventional materials, such as the metal chains used in his artwork.

®¥lGaojie Pan, fPeriphery and Otherness: Ani mal s
dissertation, The Chinese University of Kong Kong, 2026%.
Quot edt il me i SEOARBASIA O

383 jang, Creative Notes104 21.
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This selective breeding process involved the careful evaluation of genetic traits,
ensuring that the resultant silkworms retaineéirtmatural silkproducing abilities

while acquiring increased resilience and adaptability. The genetic selection process is
meticulous and grounded in an understanding of silkworm genetics. It involves
identifying and selecting genes that influence kajtdr For instance, wild silkworms,

with their strong immune systems agbdclimbing abilities, offered genes that could
confer resilience to disease and environmental stressors. On the other hand,
domesticated silkworms, selected over generations &ir shik-producing efficiency,

provided genes for highuality silk production.

Crossbreeding these different strains of silkworms involved mating individuals with the
desired traits, followed by several generations of selective bre&difigis process

was meticulous and timeonsuming, as it required continuous monitoring and selection

to ensure that the desired genetic traits were being expressed in the offspring. The end
goal was to produce a hybrid silkworm capable of producing-tigtity silk while

being robust enough to thrive in unconventional environments.

Once these silkwormbad beerfed and raised to maturity in the cocoonery in the
countryside, benefiting from a professional feeding environment that likely conttibute
to their overall healtt and vitality, Liang transfeedthem to his studié® The studio is
located in Tiantai County, Taizhou City, Zhejiang Province. Zhejiang, known as the
home of silk, boasts a welleveloped sericulture industry, with Taizhou being a key

town for sericultwe in the region. Mulberry trees, essential for silkworm nutrition,

384 |bid.
¥ XuFeixuanLi ang Shaojio6s Silkworm Art as Rituals c
(PhDDissertation, City University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, 2021), 40.
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thrive inhigh temperature and humid environments. The ideal rearing temperature for
silkworms ranges from 2B0€C, and their growth cycle is about one month. Spring
and autumn are tharime seasons for sericulttf.T i a n waani cbnsate, abundant
rainfall, and sufficient light and heat conditions make it an ideal location for raising

silkworms.

Liang continues to breed living silkworms his studio, which includes a cocoonery
space with a row of trays (fig5). When theybegin to spin, the silkworms do not rest
and can produce sifioresthat arel,000 to 1,200netres long®®’ At this stage, healthy
silkworms areransferredo a room where art experiments take pladere, hey are
placed on different materials for fueth biotechnological experiments, designed to
enhance their immunity and adaptability. Enhancing immunity involves exposing the
silkworms to various controlled stressors and environmental conditishih
strengthen their natural defence mechanisms againspotential diseases and
unfavaurable conditions® This process may involve gradual exposure to different
temperatures, humidity levels, light conditipm®d sounds as set by the studio, all

aimed at bolstering their resilience.

In the production o€hains, the challenge for the silkworms was to adapt to spinning
silk on the unfamiliar and unyielding surface of metal chains. IGarge transcended
that of acentrestageartist controlling thenon-humanor living entities used to create

art; he became an obsergdisilkworm® e t handhaargtgker, closely monitoring

386\, K. Rahmathulla, V. B. Mathur, and R. G. Geetha D&@isowth and Dietary Efficiency
of Mulberry Silkworm (Bombyx mori L.) Under Various Nutritional and Environmental
Stress Conditiong Philippine Journal of SciencE33.1 (2004): 39.
%Liang, ACreative Notes,o0 110.
BANat ur e ECOARTASIAS , O
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the silkworm$@health andehaviour He maintained a neaonstant vigil in the studio
(fig. 46), ensuring that the conditions were ol for the silkworméwell-being and
their silk production. This required a deep understanding of their biological needs,
including the ideal temperature, humidity, and light conditions for their survival and

productivity.

Silk production is not anerebiological functionof the silkworm,but an interaction

with their environment, influenced by a suite of external factors that Liang carefully
modulatel. Since the silkworm's spinnirgehaviouiis governed by its biological clock,
Liang manipulated the environmental factors of temperature and humidity and
employed scent and lighting to guide its actidrigesestrategic adjustmeseffectively

alteredthe silkworm's speed, spinning direction,vament, and shape.

Silkworms exhibitavaried phototropism across developmental stageshaviouithat

is mediated by the central nervous system and is reflective of their dietary intake,
providing oneway in which Liangwas able ta@horeograph the intaction betweethe

metal and thsilkworm. He leveragglight, both in intensity and wavelength, to direct
the silkworm®movement antiehaviouy understanding that different wavelengths can
accelerate or inhibit their growth and development, thus infingritheir tendency to

climb, and their subsequent spinnibghaviouracross the chair§?

Liang also discovered that the silk structure loosens in cooler and more humid

environmers.3%° In cooler environments, tiremetabolismslows down. This reduced

% _jiang, ACreative Notes, o0 113.
30 |pid., 114.
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metabolic activity impacts the silk production process, as the rate at which the silk
protein is secreted from the glands decreases. Consequently, the silk threads produced
in cooler conditions tend to be finer and less tightlyuma The reduced speed of
production allowsnore time for each layer of silk to be laid down, resulting in a looser
structure. Humidity plays a complementary role in this process. Higher humidity levels
are known to affect the viscosity of the sericin, #il& protein that acts as a glue
bonding the fibroin strands (the core structural proteins in silk). When the air is more
humid, the sericin does not dry as quickly, leading to silk that is more pliable and less
tightly bound. This results in a looserwsiture as théibres are not as closely packed

together.

As such, when Liang manipulatéhe temperature and humidityhe was effectively
leveraging these biological principles to influence the physical properties of the silk
being spun. The silkwormsgpond by producing silk thatvariablylooser or thicker,

creating a different textural and tactile quality in terms of the denier of the silk being
produced. In this way, Liardg art becomes not just a display of aesthetic choices but a
demonstration ohow environmental factors can be harnessed to skdpd k wor ms 6
ethology and theibiological processes of silk production, leading to a dynamic and
evolving interplay between biological and biotechnological experiments. In addition,

to produce clean, wthat silk wrapped around rusty, corrosive metal chains, Liang
diligently cleaned up the excrement left by the silkworms on the silk they produced,
resulting in pristine silk with some cocoons nestled beneath. The resulting silk carries
the imprintsofacollaor ati ve journey, [sehasiqueahdthey t he s
artistoés c or raswej atodangsgnerviconmewtal conditions. The

texture created stands as much as a testam
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producesilk wither i ati ons in density and thickness

Duringthemakingprocesof Chains Li angdés approach to silk
both intervention and observation, showcasing a deep understanding of the silkworms
behavious and the conditions that influence their silk spinning. But during this spinning
process, Liang only occasionally controlled the shape of the silk coep@djusting

the light and environmental conditioff8.During most ofthe process Liang It the

silkworms to spin and produce the silk by themselves, rmwould observe their

behaviour in the silkworm building all night for three to five dayéth minimal

sleep39?

Although there is no recoghowinghow long it took to creat€haing mo st of Li ancg
works span anakingprocessthat lasts months, years, or even decades. Indeed, the

sil kwormés spinning and cocooning stages,
only around three to four days,fbee it evolves to the next life stag®, becomea

moth 3% This brief window necessitates either the presence of a large number of adult
silkworms (oveonethousand or over ten thousand) spinning simultaneously to achieve

a dense layer of sijlor a staggereaontinuousntroduction of new adult silkworms to

maintain a consistent silk production over time.

This longmakingprocessenablel Liang to keep meticulous record of the raising of

silkworms, monitor them in their crawling form, tracketdynamics and shapes of

391 |bid., 104 11.
/3 Nat ur e ECOARTASEAS , O
\MWomenos Si |l kiatiGhyAn instructon Bosksinothe Art of Silk Cultufieiberia,
Palala:Palala Press, 2016), 75.
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spinning, and become accustomed to their scent and sound. For him, the embodied
sensory encounter with the silkworm brings a peaceful feeling and inspifation: f o u n d

that when the mind is relaxed, extraordinary sensitivity vaitirdaneously emerge. |

can understand the general laws of motion, biological habits, and certain special life
miracles of silkworms from things that | have never seen before or from accitfénts

This experiential laboratory process is devoid of directspay interference with the

sil kwor msoé bodideesiiusbeutbiiontsetceha di,n hae moder at
genes while avoiding violent interventiorallowing the silkworm to naturally achieve

iits own potenti% and transformati on

Additionally, Liangss deliberate decisioto hang metal chains from the ceiling for his
Chainssignificantly impaotd both thebehaviourof the silkworms and the aesthetic
outcome of the artwork. Thiwasnot just a stylisticchoice,but deeply rooted in the
understanding of how gravity affects silkwobmhaviourand silk production. Hanging

the chains vertically introduces a challenging environment for the silkworms, as
climbing upward against gravity is inherently more demanding thaving across a
horizontal surface. This choice may initially seem counterintuitive, as it complicates
the silkworms' natural spinning and cocoonimghaviour On a vertical chain, the
silkworms must exert more effort to cling to the surface and navigmtards, which

could potentially influence the quality and texture of the silk produced.

However, this increased difficulty is precisely what contributes to the unique aesthetic

and textural qualities of the silk in Liang's artwork. The effort of climlaing spinning

A Nat ur e ECOARTASIAS , O
®Yang, APursuit for the Tao. o0
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against gravity could result in silk that is denser and more irregular, as the silkworms
must adapt their spinning technique to secure themselves and their silk to the chains.
This adaptation likely leads to variations in the thickness arsilie of the silk threads,
adding a dynamic and organic quality to the artwork. Furthermore, the vertical
arrangement of the chains allows for a more dramatic and visually striking display. The
silk, as it is spun and wraps around the chains, drapes édith gravity, creating

natural, flowing forms that would not be possible with horizontally laid chains.

The silk produced in this manner, shaped by the silkwdimsincts and subtly
influenced by Liang's environmental adjustments and strategitgmasgy of the metal

chains, becomes a physical manifestation of this unique collaborative effort. In other
words, the resulting artwork serves not just as a visual spectacle but also as a testament

to thecontinuougqre)negotiation of agential forces withthe arinakingprocess

The artisarebsi mcthivstsesse, very much gui dec
behaviour, and habits, requiring him to continuously observe the silkworms and adjust

the strategies for the environmental condition$\giteat perseverance. The silkworms

are processual and possessing agentic capacity, engaging in their own internal dynamics

while forming close connections with the metal chains. The @rtistention as the

creator remains ambiguous and is not the soieing force. Regardless of how,

precisely, Liang designs the shape and form of his creation, these depend just as much

on the organic, biological changes of the silkworms who inhabit them. The silkworms

are characterised by their own spinning and cocapmirocess, and the specific

phenomena of the chains on which they exist. Thus, ithiegbit an agential force

experiening internal transformations that are constantly driven by a biological purpose,
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and through this initial biological intentionality, theare able to trigger affective
responses. Liang witnesses the sil kwor mbés
metal that is often associated with Chinad:
threads are wrapped around cold metal, it affgots 38° The intentionality of the
makingprocesss thus shared between author and performer, who serveabtib

wor kés pr ot ag o mhissphesomanordhighlights thenumigue earrativity

of this biological art practice, as well as its sfieenedium specificity

This falls into a situation offhat Barad refersto d@se n t a n g deeoinghow the

gualities of certain entities are neither fixed nor predetermined until they interact with

one anot her : rat her, t hey ofalky i dorescco ma n dn
relationalities’®” The concept of intractionsuggests thatistinct agencies daot exist

but arisethrough each othethrough their intreaction, contrastswith the traditional

idea offinteractiono which implies that individual agencies exist independently before

their encounterBy arguing that borders are performed, rather thatic, and that

people are constructed through iterative becoming, rather than by a distinct event, Barad
de-centres our primacy as human subjects. Because every existence emerges through

its entanglement, there is no way to make objective assertidhs asture of intra

relatedness alters both human and-homan beings.

L i a nnpkingtprocessprovides a scene where multiple in&reting agencies and

entanglements are at play. Silkworms are neither the objects used to create a concrete,

Br ouwer , ACl oud, o 78.
®Barad, APosthuman Performativity.o
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physical representation, nor is the artist the main deeisi@ker who establishes the

patterns and limits of the work. The artist and silkwormsiara place andvith

conditionsthat are removed from determinate causal frameworks with clear boundaries

ard foreseeable resultsiang himself did not know what phenomena and effects would

come of the sil kwor mds andbelievasinsteadthavanyt h t he |

accident and outcome of the intative process woulgrovidea n f a fh s wér 0

this work of art®®

In addition, although the metal chains are static, they primarily carry an invisible,
absolute force with solid strength, as contrasted with the silkworm, which seems small
and vulnerable. Placing the metal chdiosizontally on the floor or table would make

it easier for the silkworm to climb and spin through and over them. However, Liang
chose to let the chains dangle and hang down from the laboratory ceitihg
connecting to any other material components upbith the silkworm can depend.

The tough and cold qualities of the chains, and theight make the silkworms seem
uncomfortable and in danger, while theiynultaneously dependpon the chains for

their survival. The metal chains, on the other hand, are gradually wrapped by silk, by
which its powerful force, caused by its grand scale, rigid texture,wasight is
gradually transformed into new sensuous qualities of unexpected harmonious
interdependence Wi the silk This contrastsvith their respective initial states at the
beginning of themakingprocess in which the chains convey a powerful and

unshakable force with which the silkworms have to passively struggle to survive.

¥Mari anne Brouwer, ALiang SISkaoghART Galldiyk wi t h Mar
2009, accessed March®)24.
https://www.shanghartgallery.com/galleryarchive/text.htm?textld=1824
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The previously solid andgid state of the chain sculpture gradually takes on a form
similar to Soft Sculpturéd an art movement that sculpts out of soft, supple;ngd
materials. Liang pursuedSoft Sculpture at the China Academy of Amnd was
mentored by Maryn Varbanov (1938)3 a renowned tapestry artist celebrated for his
textile creations from 1986 to 198% The appearance and effect of the chains is
continuously reconfigured in various states of entanglement. In this sense, thihartist,
silkworms, and the metal chaingeain shifting relationships inan ongoing
materialisation through intraction, and assume -@onstitutive roles in the emergence
of the work. This work, therranscends deterministic causaligyd unfoldghrough

continuous materiagtansformation across time.

iv. Beyond representationalism
This intraactive cebecoming makingprocessthrough differential enactments of
agency provides an alternative framewdok how the artist may engage with the
animal beyond representation, as theside in a productive and laboratory space.
Involving animals in art inevitably suggests an incommensurable level of difference,
positioning them in a realm of distinct separation from the viewhich may reduce
their materiality to a mere figural shados Penelope Ingram argueslihe Signifying
Body, Aevery act of representation necessa
representation. By its very nature, a representation claims to be representative, but all
it represents is in fact the impossibiliof representation, because a representation

cannot contain the thing representdd® To avoid the representationalist frame,

3Zoe Zhang Bi n gArtRéviewMartlyl3, 2015, accessedMarch 6, 2024.
https://artreview.com/argpring2015featureliang-shaoji/

400 penelope IngranThe SignifyindBody: Toward an Ethics of Sexual and Racial Difference
(Albany: State University of New York, 2008), 10.
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according to Ingram, we must consider the
frames into whicht is inserted; in other wals, we must look for a body that is
[é ] signifiable, not representatiye.] because there is no category to which it
belongs. It is not without signification or meaning, but its meanings are unstable
[..] itis unstable matter that is nevertheless outside representation. It is this kind
of material signification that facilitatése ontological becoming not only of the
Self but of the Othef*
When it comes to animals, the possibilities that representationalism has blocked off
from the animal must be made clear to the hunTdms is reminiscent oBarads
assertion about the gacity of agency to bring forth diverse possibilities. In the realm
of i ncorporating ani mal s into art, consi
illuminate the importance of recogmg the material relevance of these different
options.This kind ofartigic practice can uncover the altelmatnature of the Other
and manifest a material meaning that transcends mere representation. The material body
of the silkworm carries marks of its varied histories, landscapes, and interpretations
within a biopoliticalframework . However, as Concepcit Corté Zulueta describes, the
sil kworm Chainsheamgdbaway from ficontexts and
excesses of industriadition and by an anthropocentric hierasakion of priorities 0
residinginsteadinahy bri d space fAfrom where to reorg
placing nature, the environment, as the realm that encompassed everythifiéy gise
other words, this is a space that was not foreclosed to them in the symbolic and
utilitarian world, but onethat was making different worldly entanglements and

producing new phenomena through the construction -@oostitutive boundaries in

the process of mutual dzecoming.

401 1bid., 44.
402 Concepcid Cortés ZuluetafiTwo Artists, Two Ecologies, and a Shared Empathy towards
North uman Ani mal s 6 YéAkgaimamdiLieng Shaow donraabof
Contemporary Chinese A3t3 (2016):385.
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More importantly, Liang seems to inscribe animal emotion into the making of the work,
introducing an el ement t hat was not previ
representations Anthropomorphic behaviour is underpinned not by scientific

knowledge, but by the intrinsic human need to relate with someone that is easily
intelligible andthat readily understands us. This may result in biased interpretations of

t he ani mal 6s actual state, often prejudice:
relationship, rather than an attempt to acknowleslggu n der st and t he anim
emotiors moti ves, a nnuhking prazdssssilkworns nok anlg exkyilbt s

behavioumbut also demonstrate living with emotional intent.

Liang drew inspiration from witnessing a silkworm that, after falling from its perch,

was suspended and ultimategved by its own silk threadde began to be curious

about i t[@]Haeiephnicked?sNas itfin dang&® For Liang, this scene is

Aa moment when | ife hangs by a single thre
determination along the filament secreted from their own glands, back up the trembling

t hr é%Tte enpathy that the silkworm elicited in Liaagabled him to query the
possibility of the silkwormbés | ived exper.
and uncomfortable situation. His experiments with silkworms on metal chains made it
obvious to Liang that*®iWdthekwdsmewdanétrbng
life, an unremitting life pursuit, a force to beat the strong with softness, and life
associations wit*ihésdresogaxteonsi . Gd he si

experience derived not oimpessondl affects, butalson gd6s ol

L iang, fAAbout the ANature Series, o 44.
Yang, fAPursuit for the Tao. o

WBr ouwer, AClIloud. 0o

4 i ang Shaoji, @ Que s ttakiogrmndiHgmetbmiagrMNotessoas Measur e

Creding Nature Series 0 Pregnntas al Cield Questioning Heavereds, Tong Juanjuan,
Liang Shaoji and Wang Xiaoyu (Beijing and Madrid: Gao Magee Gallery, 2012), 41.
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from his personal experience of using his own body to encounter metals as part of his
Natureproject.Prior to producingChains Liang createdNature Series No.2i 1999

(fig. 47), where he walked barefoot on metal shavingstipathse with the experience

of silkkworms navigating acrossthemhe descri bes the experience
to be so incredibly painful. The smaller the shavings, the more painful they were. There

was no way out, no way to escape the pain exoggp forward until | reached the end

of t he ¢E%He wantytoshosgital &fterwards.

For Liang, the sil kwor msod egoftnessovérreling wi t h t
stiffness and alluddo the vulnerability and resilience of all life forms. $lexperience

reveabt he si |l kwormdés hardship and wil |l to | if
|l i ke Aany human being in distress who has n
he is in, and st i*fThis recalls Edavard Q. Wilsgn's noton of | i vi ng
fbiophiliao or theflove of life Oillustratingthefii nbor n af fi nity human
other forms of lifean affiliation evoked, according to circumstances, by pleasure, or a

sense of security, or awe, oregvfascination blended with revulsiotd® Wilson posits

that our biological makeup might enable deep connections between humans and other

life forms, as well as with the natural world at large.

It seems that the sil kwormds survival and i
asenseofawen Liang. The artist seems to share t
in the makingprocess through phenomenological body percepsioras if co

experiencing and etransforming with the silkworm. Through his empathy with the

“WBr ouwer, AClIloud. 0O
408 |pid.
409 Edward O. WilsonNaturalist(Washington, D.C.: Island Pres2006), 3605.
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sil kwormbés emowi bhe, s wk k wreakimggrocessplays an g 6 s
significant role capable of affecting the artist through its emotional intention in
association with its behaviour. The silkworm contains the agentic power to enact
differently-constituted possibilities thaactively coeconstitute the emergence of the

work, while eliciting affective and emotional experiences in the artist. Its status and
meanings shift in the process of intreting with other agencies, unfolding changing
phenomena, whi ¢ h s aall ©escape theirdpiesentatiopalist iratne
that always demonstrates fixed or determined features or characteristics of certain

entities.

V. An alternative ethical understanding in terms of the relationship between
humans,non-humans, and more-than-humans
The recognition of the sil kwormbés materi al
invokes an ethics that respects the liféh&fsilkworm. Showing respect for the life of
the animal does not necessarily mean classifying it asdapéndent living being, but
might refer to how animals can open up new insights into the relationship between the
human and thewon-human The anthropocentric perspective prioritises humans as
occupying the centre of the universe, and highlights the foaedtal differences and
privileges that humans have ovesn-humars. Thus, relationships withorthumars,
including animals, the environment, artificial objects, and technological advancements,
are mediated by human interests, agency, and opportuftless.ang6és wor k of f e
alternative understanding of the animal as an expansive and affective force that cannot
be reduced to a simplistic definition or categorisation. Through $ilkvvorms can

fulfil their entire life cycle, avoiding the premature deatimidg pupation common in

“Wpavid Roden, PRiasephidalQuoestery65s(261):B7386.
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the silk industry. He coexists with them, attunes to their needs, and tlredswerts
focus towards their existence. His aim is to foster empathy for the silkworms and
broadenthis empathyto encompasall living beingswithin their ecosystemThis aim
of involving animals in his artis nat ordertoe x pl oi t t hei r A1 mmobi I i
encourage us fdto r es p.efd®To,Liam,ncdring[abouttheo r edu
sil kworm Ais |li ke caring about | ife and hu
think ourselves superior to any other specresny way and shall respect all other
creatures and t4Thie princiale accomd witt Ghinese Daoist
philosophy, in whicB as the philosopher Zhuang Zi subritall beings must be
treated equally. This forms the basis for achieving harmongtimre. Liang notes how
his Natureseriesrelates to Dao:
All matter is born with nature. The silkworm is also given its own nature. The
creation ofNature Seriess a process during which | come to understand, respect,
make use of, and adapt the natafesilkworm. This course is mediated by the
attempt to match with the natural world and to meditate ceaselessly in experiment
and experience so thigihysicalityo or, in other words, thBobjecbis sublimed to
fitao/way/path/doctrine/principbe
In hiscreation, the silkworms play the role of vast and interre]aimuplexandactive
agents, impacting on both the environment in which they are found and the artist who
comes into contact with them there. This engagement of the silkkworms as a dynamic
force of transformation broadens the scope of acceptance, care, and respect for life

beyond the constrained traditional configuration of the inherently privileged human,

and shifts the emphasis away from a small field of huosantric values.

A Nat ur e ECOARTASIAS , O
“2Br ouwer, fLiang Shaoji Tal k.o
3L i ang Shaoji, fAExploration and Meditation on
6Nat ur & Biang $haofi: 8ack to OrigifShanghai: ShanghART Gallery, 2014), IX.
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Wh at 6 s smotrody,the artist himself that incorporates a respect and |dke of

life of the animal in thenakingprocess but the work also invite
the materials and the viewer that provokes a new ethics of respect and attention. On site,

the work depicts a mystifying sort of life that is tantalisingly fleshy but distinct from

the creatures or organic magds we typically come into contact with. This visceral

experience brings to mind Maurice Merleelbo nt y6s t heory of recip
betweerthe human observer and the perceived object. Meri&anty presents a novel

concept of perception as a holisttollaborative activity between the perceiving human

body and its environmefit? He views the perceiving body and its surroundings (the

physical and material constitution of the world) as engaged in aamexchange he

t er ms . @ fFdr MsrleauPonty, this notion of perception rests on a shared

materiality between objects in nature, including the human body, illustrating the

dynamic interaction between our sensory selves and the externalthatrldbeing

perceived*® His phenomenological theory oémbodiment offers an alternate

framework for thinking about how abiology or artecology might explore the

relationships between people and their environments through various modalities of

perceptual interaction.

Chainsembodies both ecological and pberenological principles, suggestitigatthe
artwork possesses vitality by enabling sensory engagement and actions from the viewer.
Their interaction with the piece becomes a dynamic form of collaboration, enhancing

their likelihood of feeling a direct, mmediated connection with the artwork through the

414 Maurice MerleatPonty, The Visible and the Invisibled. Claude Lefort, trans., Alphonso
Lingis (Evanston, lllinois: Northwestern, 1968).
415 pid.
418 |pid., 250.
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physical remnants of its creation and the tangible qualities of the surrounding space.
The textured and ambiguous sitketal hybrid contains a strong lifelike quality,
conveying a tactility thgbromptstheviewer to imagine the sensations of touching and
being touched by itAs discussed above, these coarse and heavy chains coated in soft,
l ight silk allude to the biological proces.
viscerally engage the viewérhe work thus transforms the gallery into a space where
the viewer® sensory responses are heightened, inviting them into a visceral and
immersive exploration of the biological sciences through aesthetic apprediadiog.
also discusses the meaning$isf artworks beyond the frame of representationalism:
I n my opinion, installation artists oftei
what materi al A symbolises and this what

together and add their symbolic meagsrtogether. It is wrong to put materials
together to get a compound meaning. The encounter of different materials is not 1

1 2, but rat her a fantastic bi ochemical
discover and activate this miracle, or to create d figthin which the miracle will
occur*t’

As can be seen @hains wrapping hardness and phlegmatic sterility in ease oressft

(fig. 42 and 8) guidesthe viewer to imagia prospects grounded in biology and
ecology. The work creates a reciprocal relationship between the viewer and its
constructed lived environmerithe ensuing experience hintsadteshy band of contact
between the artist, the viewer, and objects fromehén of biological science, akin to

a connective tissue of interaction.

The viewerds embodied perception of this w
sensory and explorative in their interactions with the biological sciences and their

natural environmen The remnant of a silkworm's life and its accumulation of power

Yang, APursuit of the Tao. 0
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Vi.

exposs a condition of firm belief, and viewer are likely to organise their empathic
responses concurrently with intellectual or rational interpretations. This process of

visual perceptionrad knowledgeacquisition creates opportunities for investigating and
obfuscating the boundaries between humans and other animals, emphasising the
dangers of anthropocentrism and the potential for more mindful approaches to
preserving our planetinthe futte . As such, the workoés empat
perception that every living thing, no matter how small (insects) or large (the entire

world), is deserving of the same respect, care, and protection.

A potential critical response to the real world
However, one may think that Liangds respec
based on an illusory or utopian hybridisation, and that its humamamtiuman
entanglements diverge from the represented world. In@ddigdjng this artistic realm
with the actual world and sparking a critique on ethical issues and Anthropocene
dilemmas appears challenging. ar gue t hat the materi al cons
produce more of a kind of adipsoposed pywMarel d 0 or
Laure Ryanlt is more reminiscent of a place with physical rules, biological characters,

functionality based on execution, and one can cognitively decide on itsreocab

principles based on skilfé As Ewelina TwardoctRaSp ut s it , i n bioart i
for the story to take placea her meti cal ly c¢cl osed space of
bioreactors ast he bi ol ogi cal materials can Addevel

then formed to be autonomous creatdresh e pr ot ag o nf°Jwasdoche f t he s

“8MarieL aur e Ryan, f@AStory/ Worl ds/ Me dGomsciousTuni ng t h
Nar r at o$toygrids@acrdassMedia: Toward a Medlmnscious Narratologyeds,
Marie-Laure Ryan and JalNoé Thon (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014); B3
“Ewelina TwardockRa BNonrh uman Actors in Their AStrongly |
Constructions of Alternative Universes in Bio Art Projez®r z e g| Nd Ku402 ur oznawc z
(2019):164.
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R&S holds that the outcomes within such a storyworld are not predetermined by
foundational rules or components$nstead, narration arises through intensely
stimulating incentives, such as confrontation with the biguytd before us; contact
with shapeshat make us uncomfortable, or through simulation of a different form of
temporality, rather than sequential verbal determirf&fihis is the world that hovers
between fact and fiction, within whidhmypotheses are not formed from textual clues
but from sgcific physical conditions (such as temperature, air composition, pressure)

andparticular physical circumstanc&3

As the viewer engagewith Chains they encounter Bpossible universethat aligns
with, and makes sense in relation tiee real world, yet is not confined by*# The
feasibility and accessibility of thifpossible world in relation to our actual reality
hinge not only on logical principles but also the constraints imposed by physical
laws and material causandeffect relationships?® These factors determine the

compatibility of an imagined world with tangible reality.

Chainsinscribes its own causality, logiand material actuality, detached atifferent

from the normalperceptiono f the sil kwormbébs | ived envirec
laboratory exploration is part of a scientific infrastructure that seeks to explore
biotechnological possibilities beyond ounple sericulturenformed knowledge of the

sil kwormbés biological abilities. The work i

420 |bid., 165.
421 |bid., 165.
4221bid., 166.
423 |bid., 167.
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between the silkworm antthe organic silk, chains, and even the artist himself during

certain proceduréssuch as experimentand changes in temperature. This process

involves not only the cognitive act, but it also retains its material and empirical status,

such as the | ife cycle and specific biologi

methods and environmentalrtols.

I n this sense, Lakiratomdpai FsancescdEeaando aeascrilbbessii ano r e

radical onteexistential resignification of beingd whichis not totally separate from the

real world, but remains performative, embodied, physically connected to reality

through its ongoing variation in biotechnological experiments and procetfidse

hybrid structure o€hainsresides in the realm of what is ontologically feasible, leading

to a different kind of speculation about realf®pr the viewer, it triggers an embodied

response of awe and respect, which is not a mere fantasy in a fictional world devoid of

values or meanings. Rather, this embodied experience has the potential to evoke real
sociapolitical criticism by making the ewer reconsider lived bdg existence within

t he workds material phenomena, which constr
guestions the conditions necessary foiifsustenance and existenitean interview

with Gladston, Liang is questionedbout his long and frequent stays by the sea, far

from the city, and it is suggested that his lifestyle is akthabofChinese intellectuals

of the past, who c htheir@daget Libng hovever, déries r mi t s 0
wanting to be fAa hermit |l iving on, ot he mouvu

asserting that his works are not fully interpretable through ¢nat4®

424 FrancescéerrandoPhilosophical Posthumanisthondon: Bloomsbury Publishing,
2019), 17881.
Gl adston, AA Conversation. o
426 | pid.
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Conclusion

Here,in conclusionwe may detect t hat Liangdbs artist
blurry in-between space that exists partly autonomously from, but still accessible to,

the real world. The lives and silks of the silkworms mark a fata@gency that can

embody an ideal, positioning them as central connectors in a dynamic network that
diminishes the boundaries between humans and animals, the natural world and
civilisation, and art and life, creating the possibility for some form otatity to be

put into practise. Moving beyond th@ialectics of othernessfostered by bie

capitalism, Liang's work stages the ontogenetic potentials of the ahumaén relation,

linked in a shared materiality, opening new spaces for thinking, perceardgelating

to a morethanh uman agency, and how it IS enmes he

becoming?’

While this chapter, alapwith all other chapters discussed thus daiye into material
discursive practices in art that all reveal a critical response to the dualist ontology by
redirecting focus away from traditional systemic or structiteaplanations of societal

and cultural dynamics towards the specific interacioos more precisely intra
action® that occur within events. Viewed throughNew Materiaist ontological
perspective, these chapters reconceeialit not as the outcome of fixed hierarchical
structures, mechanisms, or systems but rather as dyrf@awensod an ongoing
confluence of material effects of both nature and culture thahape the artworks
becoming and being. These case studies promote an understandidg widetiality

as inherently autopoietic and performative, entwined with complexacttens that

dispute traditional views of human autonomy and intentionality as misconceived, and

427 Braidotti, iPosthuman Humanities68.
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instead align with the genuine intricacies of ecological and cog+binlegical

processes.

Thenexttwo chapterd@ while also embodying themes of processyaligency, and a
rejection of reductive dualism in critical response to the dualist ontohdtiyin
dynamic interactiorgs pivot towards a focus of hoaterial Artcanact as a pathway
back to engaging witthe materiality of life and struggle, moving beyawvert political
narratives or the contentious dimensions of s@alitical contexts. This shift is
inspired by the contributions of prominehew Materiaist thinker® including
postcolonial scholars, feminists, and queer thedristko have embracedNew
Materiaism as a framework that is deeply rooted in material embodiment, aimed at
both understanding and positively transforming the social world. Unlike
poststructuralism and social constructionism, wihiakoften created a chasm between
theory and praate through a focus on textuality and discoubéeyw Materiaism calls

for are-engagement with the tangible aspects of life, advocating for a perception of the

world as inherently contextual and relational, rather than absolute and essential.
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Chapter 5
Af fect and Cr it i c aTheRralifgrationrofyThread Winding i an mi ao

This chapter, together witbhapter 6, aims to join forces with a broader array of allies
surroundingar t 6 s matb emcaover Ithe tways sn whicMaterial Art can
illuminate the subtleties of human engagement with materials in everyday life. It
critigues the limitations and inherent risks of conventional productive engagements
with materials, advocating for an engagement that is more direct, affective, and
ontdogically rooted, as opposed to conventional representational knowledge
approaches. This perspective is motivatetNbw Materialsmé call for a return to the
material itself and its efficacy in social relationisevi Bryant emphasises the
diminishing visbility of physical entities, noting howt has veiledheinfluential role

of entitiesin social relationsHe st at es, fan entire domain o
and as a result we lost all sorts of opportunities for strategic intervention in producing
emanci pat 0*% Vhis avarsightgvehichd overlooks the mutual influence of
tangible things in shaping our soqolitical and biological landscapes, also constrains
discussions on art's potential to engage with societal issues within a galitici
framework, necessitatingra-evaluation that recogses the agenogf human anchort

humanactors within the confines of patriarchal capitalism.

Focusing onNew Materiaist perspectives on objects, art practices might offer
pathways tainderstanding broader power relations, recaggithe complex structures
of power dispersed through continuous irdcdions between human andn-human

agencies, rather than attributing it solely to a unified, intentional human ddsom

4281 evi R. Bryant,Onto-cartography(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013L)
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Lin Tianmiadd s ( bor n 1 9 6hé& Proliferationt o& Thiead tWindinglL995,

fig.12 as a | ens of examination, this chapter
toreengage with the materiality of Iife and
practces that prioritise experiential and bodily sensing. This approach, simgfests

that affective processes occur before conscious thought and reffééimapplied to

L i nrBedroliferation of Thread Windirtg promote a deeper understanding of bodily

and corporeal l i fe aspects aparticgadyipl eds daea
activities that shape cultural or artistic norms, fashions, tastes, and consumer standards

This focus is especially relevant within the context of domestic handicratthvighi

often associated with experiences of violence and trauma due to the repetitivie, labo

intensive nature of these tasks and the historical context of exploitation and oppression

that has often accompanied them.

L i nThes Proliferation of Thread Windg displays a bed covered with a cotton
mattress and rice paper, at the centre of which twenty thousand needles, linked to
individual handbound balls of white cotton thread, envelop the space in an ethereal
spread. A monitor covered with a sheet of thie paper is placed upon the pillowcase

on the beddisplaying a video ofthe artist endle$g and repetitively thread winding

(fig. 48). The whole work represents an intense laborious engagement with cotton
thread in accordance with traditional winding afts, embedded in an abundant

repetitionof visual forms.

As one of the most illustrious female artists in contemporary Chinese art, Lin is

particularly acclaimed for her intricate practices with cotton thread, a practiteshe

2Mc Cor mack , AiStratiif79.ed Reproduction, o 660
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kept up evesince herifst work, The Proliferation of Thread Windinghe work was

first created and exhibited attto men6s Appr oac h eaxlbiti@a@nt e mpor ¢
Beijing Art Museum in 1995, anitl has been repeatedly exhibited at various locations

in China between 1995d 2020, including a solo exhibition at Open Studio, Baofang

Hutong 12#, Beijing, 1993he Civil Powerexhibition, Minsheng Art Museum, 2015,

and the exhibitior2020+, Red Brick Art Museum, Beijing, 2026° This chapter will

focus closely on the earlieshd most representative version (which was also the first

work in which Lin started to use cotton thread in art) created foMithane n 6 s Appr oac t
to Contemporary Aréxhibition, which is also the version discussed by Wu Hung in the

Introductionof the catéoogue ofThe Allure of Mattef3!

L i nTéread Windinghas received much attention in feminist discourse, with many

scholar® including Liao Wen, Catherine Dormor and ShugindCaonsidering the

works as metaphors for the domestic servi
lives#*2 Their interpretations drawttantion to the symbolic manifestations embedded

in the act of winding, and in textiles and domestic obfeteshniques and materials

often associated with fAwomends wor ko withi
womenods art . Th estepretatonsrwhithyhastiytranslatesthe visual | |

| anguage of Linbés wor ksofnartatives of passive ferhalea | und

experience in the domestic realm, fail tproperlyobserve what is happening within

430The version exhibited at Open Studio, Baofang Hutong 12#, Beijing in 1995 is a bit
different from the others, asitincludedus pended mandéds white trousers
hung from the roof, with another side linking to the floor, intertwining with balls of cotton
thread.
BIWu iANn | nt The Aluredf Mattan228. i n
2ljaoWenWo mends Appr oach rarpArtCBeijing: BajisgA@ont e mp o
Mus eum, 1995) ; Cat herine Dor mor , fiiT-he Arts of
t e | | Hiddeg Stdries/Human Lives: Proceedings of the Textile Society of America 17th
Biennial SymposiunOct 1517, 2020; Cui ShugirGenee r ed Bodi es: Toward a W
Visual Art in Contemporary ChinéHonolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2015).
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the artwork itself This work consists of complex juxtapositions and interrelations of

domestic and textile elements that do not invite an immediate understanding of the
artwor k 6 sindeast suthang.eadi ng may inadvertently
stereotypically genderedhderstandings of the material itsedindrisks reducing the

artwork to symbolic allusions to gender expression and representation.

This picture neglects the fact that the work primarily produces a strong visual effect of
an unusual scene in which tbammonplaceobjects of cotton thread, needles, and bed
are transformed into complex, conflicting, repetitikaotting textures, evoking an
indefinable or even uncanny sense of the theatrical and the grotesque. When viewing
Thread Windingone can hardly idsify a single clear, finite line of cotton thread. The
work conveys a strong sense of wamkprocess, although the textile objects and the
bed are in fact in a static state. Thense of migorocess is further heightenbg the

wo r k 6 sThet ArdiféaBon of Thread Windingwhich suggests a dynamic or
dramatic scene in which the materials of cotton thread are in the process of
Apr ol i.fleaddiioni tmegyideo displayed on the pillow also serves to remind the
vi ewer of t he usmprodess bférgeadindingdthrough bvbiah ithe
spread of balls was formed. In this context, the work primarily draws the viewer into a

kind of theatrical event in its entirety.

Thread Windingeems to place greater emphasis on the interrelation betvetenals

and action in a continuous, phenomenal flo
to individual objects or a definitive subject. The artwork serves as an energetic and

lively art assemblage, comprising video, needles, balls of threada bed. These

elements synergg to materially generate a phenomenological impact, actively
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engaging the viewerds senses and fostering
production, thereby infusing the materials with a sense of energy and potential that

ani mates the overall experience. As Peggy
i mmedi ate and sensuous encounter: HAwhat ap|
bed is revealed to be thousands of piercing needles, leading the viewer to swing wildly

from tactile curiosity to sufyloimmediateynd per h
interpretthework as essentialising femininjtpased upon ideas that have simply been

borrowed from Western feminist conceptghich have beershaped by the distinct

historical and cultural experiences of gender politics in the Western hemisphere, would

beto oversimplify the meaning of this warRoing so wouldypass the rich and actual

complexities of the displayed work itself, and the nuanced interplay of form, action,

and the varied affective responses that these materialities give rise to.

Moving beyond the gendertevdich prenaridy rebeoni nt er pr
symbolic and metaphorical analyses of its \
may beunderstoodrom the standpoint of its vibrant materialities and the affective

responses they inspire. Fdew Materiaist scholarsuch as Bennetmaterials are not

merely obstacles to human intentions but éaa c t as quasi agents o
trajectories, propensi t*% Matter, according ®rihlse nci es
perspective, should be understdoch ot i n tt @ is, g in terims of Whet it

does what associations it makes, what capacities it has to affect its relations or to be

affected by them, what conseqt¢eBemats deri v

433 peggy WangThe Future History of Contemporary Chinese (Mtnneapolis, Minnesota:
University of Minnesota Press, 2020), 131.
434 Bennett,Vibrant Matter, viii.
4BFoxand Alldredfi|l nsi de tAse eRbd agregho 2 4.
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highlights affect as an instancefwhaterial vibrancyo generating a dynamitfield of
forcethat does not necessarily animate a physical f8?fihis viewpoint encourages

an acknowledgment of the affective qualities of materials that link humans to both their
physical surroundings arttieir social contexts, which, according to Ben Anderson,
echo through human and nrbnman interactions alike, prefiguring and accompanying
the formation of subjectivity®’ Anderson emphasés that ti is this interplay that

constitutes the essence of affect, unfoldmthie spaces between subject and oBiféct.

Thesignificance of materiality invoking affective responsesis paramoumt Li nés wor k
The viewer, acountering a familiar textile in an unconventional visual context may
experiencea senseof the uncanny.This ambiguous psychological phenomenon,
charactesed by a tension between what is anticipated and unexpéwtgdmiliar and

the strange, is describedfamm ot si mply an experience of al
of the familiar and unfamiliar’® The viewe 6 s cogni ti ve under st and
threads and their typical uses is soon augmented by theatealithat, in this context,

the materials are not used for their presumed function but are juxtaposed in a peculiar

and interconnected scenario, showcasing effects of organic growth or radiating energy.

This blending of the familiar and unfamiliar defirteg uncanny experience.

By evoking feelings of ambivalence and unfamiliatioyvardscotton threadL. i n 6 s
work invitestheviewer to engage with the artwork through a sensory experience rather

than relying on established notions about the matériatloes not reference traditional

436 Bennett,Vibrant Matter xiii.

437 Ben AndersoniiAffective Atmospheres,Emotion, Space and Sociéy (2009): 7781.

438|pid., 78.

439 Nicholas RoyleTheUncanny(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 1.
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domestic handiwork scenesuch as sewing and embroideor the final tangible
products of textiles like cloth or gloves. Inste&ad) positions the material within a
mythical, performative scenario that captivates the viewth its intensely processed
and displaced essencgu i di n g tfdces tokhe engang precess agditing
curiosity about the origins of the artw@lkhybrid visual forms. Integrating theaking
processinto the sensory perception of the artwokhkn accentuates the meticulous
efforts involved in its production, promoting a performative comprehension of the
artwork that emerges from the interplay between the @tisbair and the vibrant

materials.

This chapter does not intend to argue thatéis art | acks any meaning
experienceRather it aims for a nuanced interpretation by exploringdkiwork and its
makingprocessfeaturing a nommepresentational version that empbesia more direct

and affectiveengagement, moving beyond traditional dualistic concegtins of
representation thatave typically contributed tohe marginalsation of women In

particular,this affective engagement draws on the entanglement of the maitanicls

emerges in the eounter with the materid e mi ot i ¢ nature of t he

which, as described by Ruth Leys, ®occurs i

It should be noted that the conceptsationo f fAaf fect 06 i s compl ex ar
single definition agreed upon across different disciplines such as social sciences,
humanities, and life scienceBhere are various frameworks available for interpreting

the affective domaid whether rooted in pghological neurological, cultural, social,

or philosophical perspectivésand different approaches exist regarding the preferred

40 Ruth LeysfiThe Turn to Affect: A Critique Critical inquiry 37.3 (2011): 437
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application of these frameworkslo provide a concise overview of the key
commonalities within affect theory, one can referRaut h Leysdés compr eh
analysis iMfiThe Turn to Affect: A Critiqu&which highlights several critical questions

regarding theempirical andconceptual foundations of thieeories ofaffect that have

emerged over the past decade insttiencesgritical humanities, and social sciené¢és.

Leysob6s csationod p tiivaeflfiect 0 i s grounded in the
prevalent model stemming from the work of theorists like Paul Ekman and Silvan S.

Tomkins. This paradigm is also advanced by authors such as Donald L. Nathanson in
AThe Nature of eDherleogseeopthx ci W MpEmMOet i onal N e
Mot or Contr ol : andEverkesofisky S8ddgwickn ouching Feeling:

Affect, Pedagogy, Performativit{?

While Leys primarily critiques affect theolly selective appropriation of the
neurosciences would like to engage with one specific aspechefwork thathelps
explore the epistemological and ontological possibilities revealed through the affective
operations ofL i n 6 s. Leyargkesthat a fundamental connection between the
critical theoriss she examines and many contemporary psychologists and
neuroscientists lies in their shared emphasis on thememntionality of affect, which

in turn leads to a diminished valuation of cognition, mearamglinterpretationLeys
structures her conceplusation of affect through a series of overarching binaries, such
asficognitived vs. finon-cognitived andfintentionab vs. finonintentionald While these

distinctions offer analytical clarity in her genealogy, they also present certain

4411bid.; see also Ruth LeyBsrom Guilt to Shame: Auschwitz and Afteol. 8 (Princeton:
PrincetonUniversity Press, 2007).
“2Donal d L. Nat hanson, @Th ePsylaatricAneal2®.10 Ther apeut
(1992): 50913; Joseplh. e Do u x , AEmoti onal Net wor ks and Mot ol
Vi e Wrogvess in Brain Researd07 (1996): 43i746; Eve KosofskySedgwick,Touching
Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativ{yurham, NC.Duke University Press, 2003)
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challenges. This framework may force key perspectives and scholars into one side of
these binaries, limiting the exploration of how they might transcend ofdramthese
distinctions in meaningful ways. As a result, this approach could lead to exaggerated
analytical claims and overly reductive critiques of various perspectives. For instance,
by categosing affect theory as fundamentafigon-cognitived andfinorrintentional®

she portrays its proponents as aimingidet rid of the notion of meaning or belief or

intention or interpretation altogetha¥3

While I recognse t hat Leysb6bs broad cl aims might re
concerns about the dimii s hi ng authority of Aireasoned
accurately representing the current state of affect and emotion studies, the aim of this

chapter is not to conduct an exhaustive analysis of affect by stripping away cognition,
intentionality, ormeanip f r om Li nds a rintemionriskta maintairs t e a d , |
flexibility in the discussion, avoiding any premature limitations or rigid regulations on

the creative, critical, and political possibilities that engaging with affect can offer. | also

wanttoref ain from quickly categorising Linbés w

This chaptealigns more with the shared emphasis on theintamtionality of affect,

as summased by Leys, which considers affectas ki nd of #Arapi d, phy
old, automatic rgmonses of the organism that have evolved for survival purposes and

lack the cognitive characteristics of the higber d e r me nt YAffeptistbc es s es .
be understoodsinvoluntary, unconscious bodily responses, and importantly, there is

a discernible disconnect between the causes of affect and our personal interpretation of

43 Ruth Leys,The Ascent of Affect: Genealogy and Critiguendon: University of Chicago
Press, 2017), 345.
44 eys, 0TAfef eTautr,nd t4o7 3.
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these cause&®® Affect thus emerge from the immediacy of an experierbe,
contingency of an encmter, promptinga reflexive cognitive engagement, rather than

being a product of deliberate thought proceddewever, thinking through an affective

lensdoes not negate or diminish the importancéuwhaninterpretation or cognition

of an artwork. Instad, it offers an alternative way to rethink critical inquiry arising

from the artwork in more relationapeculative, angrocessual way$.highlight how

a perspectiveoaf f ect i ve o0 per aouldpoompgt aleaonsileratiod sf wo r k
human experiese in relation to the networks of material components involved in the
makingand display of her artvhichoperate predominantly, if not entirely, outside the

familiar scope of everydajwuman interactions with materialsnd thé typical

appearance and uga

Aturntotheper specti ve of affect iswawkadowseustat i ons a
navigate past the impasse encounteredhieyfeminig reliance on representational

thinking. It encourages the development of novel critiques that are not based on
adversarial models bthatinstead advocate fanventive alliancesfostering thinking

within the realm oftontinuity and interconnectiorindeed, Lin herself hasn several

occasions rejectef@minist readings of her worké® stressing instead the experiential

process of makingher ambivalent feelings towards this process, and the lack of an
intentional final, culminating expressioninherwork i Per haps it is only
a year after you produce a work that you understand why you did it, and what you were

trying to say. If you know beforehand then why would you go to the trouble of making

445 bid.

“see, e.g., Lin Tianmiao, ARecap: Meet the Art
Pollack.Jan 12, 202laccessed March 6, 20Z4tps://www.chinanstitute.org/recameet
the-artistlin-tianmiac1-12-21/.
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This chapter drawgarticularattention to the psychological and cultural implications

of handicraft,especiallywithin the context of cotton production, aadalyseshow

Linés thread binding process and her uniqu
redefines the reteonship between the craftsperson and the textile material, providing a

critical response tdhe processes and experiences of traditional cotton handicraft.
Traditional craftsyhich typically require efficiency and focus on a specific end product,
demandsubstantial physical and mental endurance, driven by the craftsperson's
aspiration to achieve asetgdaln contrast, Linbés approach el
its utilitarian role in these handicrafts, where it wasreert element valued within a

broader socieeconomic context for its ideological implicatioris. the creation and

perception ofThe Proliferation of Thread Windingpy contrastcotton threackevokes

vitality and relationality with other material components or human agents. The threads

actively participate in affective processes, fostering embodied, sifuatddelational

experiences among humans, including the artist duringntiléngprocessandthe

viewer engaging with the work. In particulareveal how the work promptseviewer

to engage in critical inquiry in response to experiences or emotions of violence or
trauma, elicited through an indesandi babl e |
fosters a more embodied, relational, anocpssual encounter with the artwork, rather

than through intentional, pi@ssumed thoughts that arise immediately upon the

vi ewer 6s encounter with the piece.

447 Karen SmithLin Tianmiao: Non Zer@Beijing: Timezone 8, 2004), 21.
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I. Historical cotton handicraft pr oducti on and Linbés persona
traditional craft

The workds emphasis on the processual and
contrasts with the traditional crafting technique and role of textiles in China. Traditional
handicraft emphasises efficient productivity with the aoprodwe a predefined

finished product. The process of making the textile requires both physical and
psychol ogi cal stamina, along with the craf
specific outcome. The crakrso® sontinuousattention, judgement, maagments,

and dexterity towards the material attributes altbeir body and mind to learn about

the material and its possibilities. However, the bodily and psychological experiences

that emerge during thmakingprocessre finally largely absorbed by tle@d product.

The finished product functions much like a utilitarian object, without signs of
acknowledgement of itsnakingprocessor material transformations. The skilled

labouring process is largely deemed as a means of production, and the textikdsnater

act simply as tools.

Lin hashada personal relation to traditional craftaking since childhood. As a young
girl, she helped her mother to sew and make clotlssg white cotton threads as part
of her everyday housewagriwhich recalls thepecial role that cotton has played in the
domestic sphere in Chinese histd@ptton was introduced to Chifram Indiaas early
as 200 B.C*8Since silk and ramie filamemhanufacturing was already thriving in
China, cotton textiles did not originally attaarwideappeal, and its manufacture was

restricted to the western and southern border redf§@otton textile manufacture did

448 Kang ChaoThe Development of Cotton Textile Production in Cldambridge, MA:
Harvard University Asia Center, 1977), 4.
449 |bid., 4 27.
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not extend to mainland China until abouteothousand years later, when the cotton
revolution began around 1308 The growth of massivecale manufacturing and
interchange of cotton textiles was facilitated by the introduction of more sophisticated
spinning and weaving technolgdggether with a already established trading network
across Chin&>! The use of specific hues, higjuality weaving, and embroidery were
crucialfor identifying the worth of the textilé®2 Contrary to silk textiles, which were
routinely produced in factories, cotton tiéx fabrication remained a smatale
handicraft production, mostly undertaken by individual rural families under the
Adomesti c i nduskeptyts inspgrmrices im China wdll ibeydnd the
introduction of foreign cotton goods following the OpiWkar of 18401842 and the

creation of modern cotton mills towards the end ofriineteenttcentury*>3

Since cotton textile manufacturing depended on family unifg|/l mostly on women
Thesefemalelaboures utilised every spare moment to spirgave, and sew fabri¢g?
Women's economisituation strengthenesignificantly as a result of tirepreference
for handicraft production, as they made cotton fabrics at home and soldhtheoal,
regional, and national marketplad&3As a result, durig the course afore tharfive
hundred years, female incomasextremely highHomebased production techniques,

underperforming labour markets, and a taxation system implemented by the

450 |bid.

451 pid.

452 |bid., 28 55.

453 |bid.

“Mel anie Meng Xue, fACotton Textile Production

Pat r i AgomJune 27 2018, accessed March 6, 28f&fs://aeon.col/ideas/cotton
textile-productionin-medievaichinaunravelledpatriarchy

SSMel ani e Me n-yaluX Wark andithe Rigelof Women: The Cotton Revolution
and Gender Eq8SRNNotl, 20l6nacdedsed March®, 2024.
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2389218
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governmenh el ped keep wo MWodhen cdllabaratechietgefamiyh
units and as in many traditional communities, weaving techniques and looms were

passed down through tigenerationg®’

Sincel 9 4 @sfablishmenb f t he Peopl e 0 spartRleguersdinitially o f
envisioned socialism as speedy transition to collectieand subsequently state
owned and controlled production (including cotton production) and
commercialgation**® By 1954, as state control over buying and selling all types of
goods intensified, local rural markets disintegilateeaving households unable to
generate income from the sale of women's handi#®8khe PRGs official discourses

did not legitimse thelabourinvolved in producing cotton textiles; instead, it was seen
as a trivial home task®® Concurrently, a centratd rationing system allowed
individuals to access limited quantities of statenufactured fabric at relatively low
prices?! Nevertheless, millions of women continued to spend most of thes day
manually crafting cotton textile¥? Jacob Eyfertbs studyon womeids labour in
socialist China identifies the persistence of rural gender roles that burden women with
extensive domestic tasks, including clothing production, and a gift economy requiring
cloth exchanges at significant life everit§. Additionally, pervasive bureaucratic
shortages (ofotton, clothing, cash, and gragompelledrural inhabitants to sell their

clothing rations and make their own, thus preserving the tradition of handicraft textile

456 | pid.
47 bid., 2.
4%8 |bid., 39 40.
459 Gail HershatterfiWo me n  a n dSocfalstiConstractsion, 1940780 The Asia Pacific
Journal17.12 (2019)12.
460 Jacd Eyferth,iWomerés Work and the Politics of Homespun in Socialist China, 1949
1980¢ International Review of Social HistoBr.3 (2012)366.
461 |pid.
462 |bid., 365.
463 |bid., 366 7.
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production?®4

In particular,Sun Yun&n notes the distinct significance of cotton thread for those who

lived through thesixties and seventiesin Ching Awhen Chinese econor
planning was at its height® Women were expected to weave cotton textiles for their

families to maintain repectability, securiavourablemarriages for their children, and

partake in the customary exchanges that knit communities tod&thehite cotton

gloves were issued to employees in stat@ed fiwork unitso*®” and thesewere

val uabl e commodities fibecause in the hands
socialist workeré6s gloves could be unwound,
Opetit bourgeoi sied things: sweat emr s, hat

c ur t #%Imthesed contextsgotton thread is endowed with utilitarian qualities
necessary for domestic tasks and is positioned as a functional object within an
overarching socioeconomic framework that dictates its use as a tool to exhibit
ideologial conformity. Consequently, the intrinsic value of cotton thread as a material,
as well as the nuanced interactions between the craftsperson and the material during the
craftmaking process, are often overlooked. This diminishes recognition of thedhread

material value and the artisanal skill and accompanying experiences involved.

The vital cotton threads in process
Linds work subverts the rtbehandiwofkprocesst on t hr ¢

both of whichhavetraditionally beenabsorbed by the value of the finished textile

464 |bid.
®Sun Yunfan, fAWrapped Up: AChinaFile Bep4 202w wi t h L
accessed March 6, 2024. https://www.chinafile.com/wrapiedviewlin-tianmiao.
466 Eyferth,iwWomerss Wor k, 6 38 7.
®’Yunfan, AWrapped Up. 0
468 |hid.
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producB by highlighting the physi epaotesspThe sence
selfcontained autonomous subject is hardly detectable in her work. The material
components are presented in a material filoxmutual entanglement. The spreauat

balls of threadconnect with the threads as though in the working, unfinished state of
production. This contrivediunfinishea form of thethread displayedn its thousands,

provokes a sensuously bound effect of a repetitive continuum in which the dynamic

process ofhethreadds neverending Differently from textile commodities by which

materials are always transformed into a finalised, concrete shdpenegfsigns of

process, the cotton threads Tinread Windingappear as dynamic entities that are
themselves performative and suggestive of an ongoing processual vitality. This recalls
Bennettds concepd breeflyméntiondd a ithe intduttientoithes] i s m
chapted whi ch highlights how all matter has th
give voice to a vitality intrinsic to materiality, [and] in the process absolving matter

from its long history of at {Benheththinks t o aut
that inert matter possessa forceful power of life, as it is capable of influencing both

the surroundings it occupies and the other materialities with which it is intimately

rel ated. Thi s notintwms aselforanisny systamsvheneat t er 0
matter itself possesses vitality and animatexpands the possibilities of human

experience and the ways in white affectiverealm can function amonthings,

humans, and environments.

The cotton threads in Linés work reveal a
work is the resul t -grovth, drtheir breakingt oatrfront ther e a d s 6

centre of the bed by some kind of mystical infinite power. Although the actual art

469 Bennett Vibrant Matter 3.
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objects on display remain static, the material effect is as though the cotton threads are
still moving or growing without reaching an end. This processual, moving quality in

L i nrbread Windingloes not correspond with any specific physical substancés no

it predicated on what the human mind imagines it to be; rather, it is rather an actual,

physical force in and of i1itself that appea

Indeed, the emphasis on continuous process over the fixed end product is

s raightforwardl y e vg),dhicimenacsiamondoingipdosesswi d e o ( f
intertwiningthread The videoshowsa closeu p of t he artistdés handi
thread against a white wrinkled cotton cladind isfilmed at a fixed angldt includes

no views of other body parts or background elements. Insteguhears thabnly one

central narrativés illustrated in the videaamelythe exclusive and repetitive gesture

of the singular act of winding thread into a ball. There is no-stagndpointin the

videg just a loopof this singularwinding-gesture. The continuous repetition seems

infinite and unmotivated, devoid of any desire to reach an end. The process of winding

itself thusbecomes the central subject of the videoeltdlessard ongoing repetition

canbe seen as an act for the sake of the labour, within which the labour pertains to its

own value, no longer rely on achieving an outcome. In this sens@,dLinisaaless

productive and more ritualiseashd meditative.The once purposeful and adjustment

intensive task of textile creation is now reimagined as an exercise in reflexive

consciousness, attuned to the continuous physicaefkferentialprocess.

It is this kind ofundefined laborious process ttaiows the cotton threatb gainits
own authority. I n Linds r elembodidsacoscept nt er t w

similar t o Bisherentdodtsloginabindeterming@mihichblurs the lines
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between human actor and objeand human agencyis seen as transitory and
interconnected with the object, rather than aiming to shape it into a predetermined form
or shapeHere, the artist is not a creative master with-determined motivations that

is fully intentional and determinable to the artesftjof cotton thread. The artist has to
control and adapt to the evelnanging appearance of the ball of thread in order to
ensure the thread is uniformly wrapped into a ball shape. Her action is guided by
evolving physical qualities while she is also nlising her next gesture. Central to the
subjectivity of this proceskes the mutable and intertwined occurrences that unfold
bet ween the artistos engagement and the
transcendsts common status as mere mechanical eesponsive material under the
artist's direction; instead, it becomes a dynamic, living presence, forming a vital bond

with the artist and actively influencing theakingprocess

The affective agency of cotton thread
Through activating the processual indeterminacy between the artist and the cotton
thread, Lin showcases and confronts her sensuously bound experiences. One may think
that Linds activation of the vitality of ¢
historical past of a traditional textile culture that has overlooked the value of textile
materials and itmaking processNowadaysthe rapidly changing social and economic
environment in Chinhas rendered crafhaking techniques obsolendindustridly
massproduced objects provideur everyday necessitiedn this context,the re-
enactment of traditional crafbhaking may be considered an act of heafirogn and
avoidance of contemporary modern | ife. How
engayement is based on a kind of anthropological understanding of the meaning of

cotton thread that anchors the role of the artist as central and determining in the artwork,
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compatible with Alfred Gell ds description
embody the intentionality of the human subjéé?.This view conceives of the art object
asbeingendowed with value and meaning by human agency, without any productive

agential force of its own.

I argue that Linds grehersvarktrwmosigh antutprescribede nt e me
process of threadi ndi ng. Dr awi n-gpistermology, eEstellel Basrett o nt o
provides an interpretation of the relationship between mind and body, affect and
embodiment in practiecbased art by proposing a kind of affective indeterminacy of
materiallyembodied experienc€! She claims that the ambiguous and indeterminate
status of art has the potentiald@ate a dynamic interplay between material forces and
human actionwhere the material agency has the transformative power of articulating
sensation and affect in the body of the subjective dJéfihe unspecificity of the

cotton thread without @articular motivated processhowever,affords it affective

agancy. When this kind of affective agency is repeatedly entangled with the labouring
body over time, it affects the artist, raising her painful and confronting bodily intensities

and intuitions. Therés no particular visual or aesthetic enjoyment or cutyosd

encounter in the effort of threadnding. In order to convey a stable scene tral
phenomenon of winding thread into a ball, Lin would persevpatiently and
continuously adjustout remain with the same action over a long period of time. The

gedure is simple, but becomes a demanding task over time.

470 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Thedtyondon: Clarendon Press,
1998), 1415.
471 Estelle BarrettfiMateriality, Language and the Production of Knowleddéew
Materialisms IV: Movement, Aesthetics, Ontology: Confer&moeeedingsNew
Materialisms Conference, 2013.
472 1bid.
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In a discussioron the evolution of craftGlenn Adamsomighlights a shift in focus

within contemporary craft from purely technical skill to also include the concepts of

labor and obsessidi This perspective does not diminish the value of skill inherent in

traditional crafts but rather expands the discourse to include a broader spectrum of
practices that integrate deep engagement with materials and proSestesiews are

further explored inSlgopy Craft: Postdisciplinarity and the Crafexdited byElaine

Cheasley Paterson and Susan Suretsich brings together leading international artists

and critics to di scus*Thisboek cltalengesarpditionalf fis | o
distinctions by emphasing how contemporary practices often blur the lines between

meticulous skill and intense, sometimes chaotic, engagement with craft. It focuses on

the fAisloppinesso i n exberate artiste strategif>Swulp pe ar an c
discussions open the field to a broader understanding of material engagement where, as
seen in Linbés work, the physical and affect
profound experiential statements.i n 6 s  mwolaes lhoth aneimmersive act of

intensive labour and enduranaes, well agnaintainng of the traditional technique of

thread winding. Thignaintainingis not to emphasise technical proficiency, nor to

celebrate the pure state of the machinations afugtbut serves, rather, to crystallise

one specific stage in the whole textiteking process. When transferring the
commonplace into the extreme through longstanding repetition during which the cotton
thread and the arti stdlsnemmodiesaldnd ef seasecas el e s s |
experience of Acorpor al puni shmentim associ

thinks that manyomen encounters this form dtorporal punishmentin their daily

473 Glenn AdamsonThe Craft ReadefOxford: Berg Publishers, 2010), 58657.
474 Elaine Cheasley Paterson and Susan SuretteSlegdpyCraft: Postdisciplinarity and the
Crafts (London:Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015).
475 | bid.
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domestic taslé tasks traditionally seen as mundanenrgejuiring significant physical
and emotional investmeft® Should she escape this situatiamew form oficorporal

punishmerd would emergé!’

The oncechanging psychological experiences (of care, judgement, and dexterity)

normally associated with traditional craftaking are here replaced with sensuously

bound visceral experiences of tedious, or
time-conaiming and repetitivd a b o ur . Her e, Linds initiative
painstaking selexperiential process, where the matérial this instance cotton

thread has the ability to reactivate sediments of sensuerrsfjpged housework

activities of thepast, which erupt into the present through physical and affective

impacts on the artist.

This painstaking sensuous experience is also embodied in the process of installing the
needles and branches of cotton threads during which the artist and thalsaterin
entangled and eoonstitutve relationships. The work consists of threads linking twenty
thousand steel needles to twenty thousand lmllsotton thread Setting upthe
installationwould obviouslyhave beera tough and demanding tagihe reedes and

cotton threadsirenot placed altogether at once, Indtalledindividually, separately

and repetitively. The needleseplacedat the same anglene after another, to achieve

a coherent effect of a neat and shft-like quality. Each branch of the cotton thread,
however,is placed in a slightly different direction, making sure that the part that

connects to the floor is left at a little distance from the neighbouring threads. Also, each

%L in Tianmi ao, @ Wr appiCongemporary CHinese Art: Primayy, 6 199 7,
Documentsed. Wu Hung (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2010), 197.
477 | bid.
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isinstalled at a slighgidifferentlength and curve (the part from bed to floGfeseries
of intensive and elaborate arrangements aisokes theinterrelated and entangled

activities of the cotton thread, needlasnd t he arti st és | abouring

Eachbranch ofcotton thread, along with its eqmbint, theball, is in a dynamic physical

state due to its long, lightweight, and conglobate physical qualities, making it prone to
vibrations anaéntanglememstwith other thread branches amtht he ar ti st 6s bod
artist must constantly adjust the angle, direction, and length of each cotton thread and

ball, while attentively observing and moving back and forth to position each bhanch.

this makingprocess the artistacts more as coordinator, concentrating on the

simultaneous existence of tangible material variations.

This reciprocal relationship between the human and the textile materials during the
artmakingprocess charactesed by continuous mutual changes, influees, and
connections among all involved agenssfrequently experienced in ddggmotional

and sensoryways Although the threads are set at different lengths, together they
collaboratively convey a dramatically uniform and sophisticated effect of argani

growth or natural scattering, caused by a mysterious burst of energy. Ltimedextile

materials enacted these installation processes thousands of times through repeated intra
actionsjnvolvingt he arti st é6s conti nuouecisardaayalt at i on
adjustments of the mobile, uncontrollable cotton threads with great endurance. This
activity can hardly be considered stlffilling and enjoyable, buts more of a kind of

hardship embodied in the iterative phenomenale makingprocess

Yet t his does makingpnooesss only dssotiated with & passive
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experience of the painstaking undertakihgepetitive tasksvith the dynamic, unstable

state of the cotton thread. Lin has long practiced intensive and repetitive labour with
cotton thread in her art, and she continue
threadwere understood purely terms ofthe painful andunbearable work of domestic

labour,it would be unreasonabler herto go on to continue her cotton labours in such

an intensive andommittedway.

To some extent, her artistic labentensive practice with cotton thread recalls the

domestic handicraftroduction by women who had been continuously weaving cotton

textiles for their entire livem early socialist Chind. n Li nés wor ks, includ
cotton threads appear as delicate and finely ensembled, requiring careful arrangement

and readjusment. It seems that all the painstaking action, preservatihdiscovery

of the cotton thread material are at play, with the artist entering into an immersive mode

on her own initiative, in which she can actively experience the pain as well as overcome

the oppression brought by the demanding tasks of thread winding and installation, by

which new material effects gradually unfold. As Lin describes her feelings about the
makingprocess fAbecause the work takes a |l ong t
smotker i ng, protect i n* Foa hig cotton ahneadf @oesmriotn g . O
necessarily mark her own painful memory, but is a common and familiar material with

a long history andt had animpactalsoo n  Lowmcohsi | dhood; it fAwas a I

for Lin.4"®

For Lin, a possible experience of saillakening may even emerge frothis

Sam Gaskin, ALin Tianmiao Speaks drtoet artnet Ne
(News), 2015.
%Lin, fHARecap.oO
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painstaking process of making in art. She refers to the acts of thread and weaving in
traditional domestic work, undeestapilgen by t |
or even heal dorpafriarédhy oo opprésspnandccesnghasises how this
experience of fdAheal i%Fhisdésaiptipnseems tacimplyar | y i m
kind of affective quality that the domestic craftwork of threaading woudd bring: to

some extent, the process is an immersive activity requiring meticulous and focused

manual manipulation of sewing materials. This allows the craftspeople to concentrate

on the immediate physical experience of the repetitive sewing or weauingsac

which can be both tedious and obsessive. The craft activity may result in spiritual or
psychol ogi cal rel ease, enabling the crafts
realities, such as domestic affairs. In this setise, intensive focus on epific,

repetitive manual crafts acts as a means to broaden thésartisge of expressive

potential through their physical methodology of artmaking, going beyond the

conventional reliance on impromptu techniques as forms of artistic expressions.

Thiski nd of HAescapingo or fAhealingo quality
seems to be ma nindkiegprocess whicm tendsi tm éntbodya thet
experience of thread winding attteintensive installation of the materials as a kind of
ambiguows psychological phenomenon. It is nonspecific and affective, arising from
experiences that can be either a kindness or an aggression, through the slow, precise,

and repetitive acts of binding and installifiche creativitythat Lin uncovers is not

found inthe conversion of textile into new forms for the sake of production efficiency

or the legacy of crafting practical textile goods in home settings. Instead, it is discovered

in the embrace of an alternate rhythm found within the inherent logic of work as a

480 | pid.
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tangible and discursive activity. This approach evolves from the continuous intra
actions between the artist and the mateaiad, viewghis interplay as a creative practice

in its entirety.

The affective force of cotton thread as exf
in the installation process of each individual material, however, may not necessarily be

carried through to the viewePRarticulaty in the videg Lin seems to bringhe

audiencé focus on her handiwork by showcasing a clop@f herhand engaged in

thread winding, with no other visible elements or narrative eveitker in the

background or surrounding environments. Yet when the viewer focuses on this isolated
conmponent of the video, what they encounter is a ‘bmesuming repetitive act that

may well bore them, and which may require both perseverance and patience to stay

with. In her discussioonn the notion of boredom in contemporary art, Frances Colpitt

argueshat inscribing boredom in art can be a forceful communicabionthatit must

be avoided because it Adoes not me et t he
i mmedi ate sensory s t*% harhotdthiabeniewarmarmatlyat i sf ac
come widioh emice or frustrationo and that a v
viewerdés interest through Acommitment and

the case of the formally Mgductive and und

For the vi eameginglarlepatittvesmovemengwith the animdtebject
of cotton thread is devoid of any immediate visceral or sensory reach, if taken in

isolation from the other installed elements. What the viewer primarily perceives in the

“lFrances ColpitiiT he | ssue of Bor eTheJournallofsAesthéticslanmdt er est i n
Art Criticism43.4 (1985): 364.
482 |pid.
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video content is its lackf any particular attracting moment or scene upon which to
focus (Lin having already eliminated other materials or narrative facidrs)viewer

is unable tadentify the ideas or narratives of the video but only the physical fact of the
arti st o gestusei ofthgeadwiading, resulting in a viewing experiendbat
generatesboredom. Similarly, although the labetensively installed materials
contain signs that remimniethiavaeecss@d@ems of t he
to reside more in an outsider perspective thhas embodied as a direct sensuous

experience.

iv. Embodied affective experiences in the viewer, and critical inquiry
| argue that the embodiment of sensuous or affective experiences in the viewer emerges
through the strategic oppositional or subversive positionings of different material
components. Asnentioned in théntroduction,Thread Windingpresents the viewer
with an unfamiliar scene comprised of offaeniliar everyday objects. At first, the
viewer finds it difficult to identify a specific subjeatatter andnay find it difficult to
stay in the rmment.Talking about her use of materials in art, Lin has said that she
choosedamiliar materials that arpresenin her own personal lifegnd thatcomprise
her identity However,the strategic arrangement of materials in art often sdove
fi ¢ h a nfgnaliarityt “8° Here, Lin does this by arranging the objects in opposition to
their original forms of representation in daily life, creating a scene that is full of

ambivalences and contradictions.

Specifically, the sharp 1Bm long needles are intentionally placed together in one

¥l in Tianmiao, intervi ew SyartBeseumyof ARAB28.f f er |, L
https://theallureofmatter.org/artistsAimnmiao/
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direction, which, seen from a distance, appear as a soft, furry texture. On approach,
however, the viewer soon res that this seemingly soft texture is in fact comprised

of individual needles. Tdoriginal sharp, potentially harmfudnd dangerous needles

are thus transformed into holding qualities of gentle softness. Further, although the
needles, taken together, convey a subversive visual form that stands in opposition to its
normally perceivegbhysical property, when placed on the white, clean cotton bed and
linked with thousands of cotton threads in an outward diffusion, these dark needles
suddenly cause another visual contradiction in which thdikieirneedles reveal a
darkened, woundetiole-like texture, in stark contrast to the white, gentle bed of cotton
thread that now seems threatgnand violent in its sensuality. The needles commonly
used in traditional Chinese handicraft are often silver in colour, short and thin in size
(normally 79 cm), light to handle, and hard to see. Laigjee needlas such ashese

15 cmlong oned are less frequently used in sewing unless in the production of
heavyweight fabrics. Lin purposefully chose to use 15 cm long needles rather than the
finer, more comran type. They are sharp as knives and need to be handled with care.
When twenty thousand dfiem aregatheredthey start to convey more of a sense of
darkness and heaviness. Strategically juxtapagathsthe white and ductile cottons,

it highlights thestark contrast between thight and the dark; tender and harsh. Lin
arrangeshe needles into an ambiguous state through intensively repetitive placements
Their relational settingwith the bed of cotton threads linking to the floor, opens up a
visual ension that allow$or shifting and changing perceptions of the material entities

as the viewer chamgposition in space.

This subversive arrarggnentcan also be seen theballs of cotton thread. Traditional

handcraft treats cotton thread as an inanimate object, awaiting human manipulation
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and interpretation. Its value resides in its functionality for utilitarian purposes, such as
sewing everyday products or commodities such as cloths, gloves, and decorative
embradery, that are stable in meaning and function. As discussed above, the cotton
t hr e ad Thread Windinglisplays a kind of dynamism with a sense of a swelling
force or radiating energy without a particular finished end. The single soft and harmless
cotton thread appears as aggression when exponentially multiplied. In addition, against

the video depicting the thredainding process, the installed cotton threads display a

stater ever sal i n which t he b dedertheless,ltaoughel| eas ed

the spread of cotton thread may in some way provoke a feeling of being freed from
constraints, the woris installed in araditionally Chines@arrow, rectangulawooden
architecturaistyle room. The installation occugialmost the entire roonwith some
dispersed threads closing the three wéfisesulting in an ambiguous theatrical effect

that the proliferated cotton threads are not all that proliferated

What is more, cotton textiles are variable materials that can berdgiérent colars,

yet in most ofL i nwdrksd including Proliferation of Cotton Threads shechooses

to use white cotton thread¥Vere the cotton threads presented in other, épld
colour® such as black or rédit may have more straightforwardly articulated a kind

of visual shock to the audience. Everyday white cotton textile products, such as cloth
and gloves, normallgymbolise elegarme, cleadiness innocere, andsilence anddoes

not seem to carry explicit Threas Wiadingan o f

hardly be regarded as embodying the cleanness and whitgtss cotton thread

“This strategy of installation in a narrow

exhibited in 1995. Té other, later, versions, such as that exhibited at Minsheng Museum of
Art in 2015 and the one exhibited at @20+ exhibition at Red Brick Art Museum in

Beijing in 2020, |l eave more room for the work©o
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tending instead to engage them in mutual correlation with other material components
Linés decision to us esfrrmhithishaving beerteeantbst pr i mar
commonly wused type of cotton thread in th
childhood. This whiteness is simple and plain and the white thread acts as a basic
construetion that is neither fully weaved or dyed, and thus contains the potential for

further processing or manipulatiohstyle, design, shape, form, and colour for manual

or industrial production of a finer textile product. The unfinished state that possesses

the possibility for future material enact m
seems to regard white cotton thread as a force with various effects, capable of
manifesting ambiguities and performativity when working relationally, bodglether

ard with other material componentich as needles.

As such, what i's highlighted in Linbs dis
agencies fiworko together to demonstrate op
representation, different to th&ommon everyday usageeghich serveso destroy the

vi ewerés familiarity with the materials. Ez¢
relationally with other components (with the exhibition space), the perceptions of

which are eveshifting, withaut predetermined ideas or affects. The work as a whole

embodies a theatrical effect of estrangemdémat standsn opposition to reality,

bringing a sense of discomfort, anxiety, shock, or even threat to the viewer. The notion

of Aestrangeotealloy hdiss beened i,asDéviceor Shkl
which stresses that making a common and familiar object strange throdgh art
sometimes by altering its form without changing its material propérttes have a

violent impact on the viewer. His poirg based upon the understanding thad art

especially the creation of new art fordnkas the potential to convey a sensbaged
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knowledge through its affective operatidfi&By removing the relation of familiarity,
the art objed@ not only through an unexpected form but also through a slowed
perception processenablethe viewer to primarily perceive the work through their

senses rather than through their preconcepfféns.

By activating the ambivalences and unfamiliarity of the art objects, Lin opens up

energetic intensities in the interaction of the work and its spectator. The viewer is
presented with a contradictory and ambiguous scene in which the materials enact
tensions ofeffects between soft and sharp, gathering and scattering, gentle and

forceful, inanimate and vivid, constrained and proliferated, aggressive and withdrawn.

As Lin explains, hefhread Winding ont ai ns expl orations of #ft
of things n contrast, the conditions necessary for a shift from one aspect to artdther

The viewer generaseshifting perceptions and sensualities as they walk around,

entering into different viewing positions, and gradually become aware of the work

having been sategically made through labeintensive processes and paradoxical

operations. For examplthe viewerwould spend time watching the video on the bed

until realising it only depicts an endlesmndrepetitive act of thread binding, and will

soon becomeawae of its relation to the #Aprolifer
composition makes it difficult for the viewer to immediately identify an explicit

meaning or narrative of events through the visualisation, or images, of the work. The
momenttheviewe becomes aware of the affecd cause

which is the means by which the self is experienced, a sensation that is either frightening

Vi kt or Shkl ovisck@oeticsTédags.3 (2GLS): 150&4yv
486 | pid.
487 Melissa ChiufiThe Body in Thread and Bone: Lin Tianmiao Bound Unbound: Lin
Tianmiaq eds, Melissa Chiu, Guo XiaoyamndLin Tianmiao (Milan: Charta/Asia Society,
2013),13.

303



or traumatiamay be triggered

Many authorsinterpret the meanings dhread Windinias r eveal ing Linds
personal experience of helping to make textiles in a passive and inherently feminine
domestic setting. Indeed, Lin herself also evidently speaks of the process of handicraft
asakindoficor por e al whch may snakeleenwork easily interpretable as

an aesthetice d representation of horror t hrough
schol ars have bas eddmesticoppessidn impatriacchal sacetyne n 6 s
upon Li hand visuak nefosesentations, using preconceived ideas of female

experiences in domesticity.

However, | suggest that the suffering, violent senses brought up by the work reside not

in the viewerd6s empathy with the artistaos
bodily experience in the present. In hEmpathic Vision: Affect, Trauma, and
Contenporary Art, Jill Bennet proposes an alternative understanding of trauma that

falls outside of the narrative framework, and is only perceivable thraulyed

experience of violence, felt in the viewiof§ an artwork. Such experiences cannot be

v i s u eprdsgntedidut can only be felt through the affective qualitieggered by

the art objecté®Rat her t han acknowledging the artis
argueghattraumarelated arbringsthe viewer in contact with traumas a forcehat

inhabitsthe spacé®®l n ot her words, trauma can only be
own embodied experiences of the artwork i

empadbaybeeling derived from the fAassimilat

488 Jill Bennett,Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma, and Contemporary(Redwood City,
California: Stanford University Press, 2005), 24.
4891hid., 42 9.
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self “&°

L i nTiéwread Windingworks in a similar way, where the traumatic experience is

generated not from a sympathetic relation to the artist, or through prior knowledge of

the artistds own per soataggeringofabenavi ewexper o«
body through materiaffects.This is not to suggest that the effect of affeaierently

negativehere butrather to highlighh ow t he af fecti ve emapeer at i on s
the viewer to primarily perceive the work through their senaed, in doing so,

potentially povoke critical responsiveness to social reality. This is achieved by

exploiting forms of embodied perception through visible traces of labor processes and

by strategically positioning the materials as indeterminate, strange, and oppositional in

relation b other parts of the work, which encourages a slowed viewing pratédks

this slowed, embodied process of viewititg viewer s likely to encounter a kind of

destructive force that gives rise to feelings of discomfort, pain, and anxiety. Yet this

doesnot mean that the work intends to ascribe to the viewer a passive, suffering body,

nordoes itre-visualise the actual traumatic event. Rather, it is these affective capacities,
embodied in the viewing experience, that afford the work its possibilitytioti@ating

a critical inquiry of its content within the viewer. Benngt particular claims that
activating the affective potenti al in art
experienceo but, rather, ocpmepellhganpfueinpe possi
inquiry. “8'Bennetr ef er ences Del euzeds, dbyavhisdhden o f ne:
stresses that affect provides an effective way for promoting critical thinking, and more

so than explicit representation, as affect draws the subject into a variety of

4901pid., 10.
491 |bid., 36.
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psychological, emotional, and sensory experience dyndffidhis critical inquiry
unfolds gradually, engaginibeviewer in a way that does not emerge immediately upon
first encountering the work, allowing cognition or thoughts to form slowly through a
processual, relational, and embodied experience, beyond the usual inflaénces
reasons, beliefs, or intentions that typically shape the encounter and interpretation of an

artwork.

Lin brings the ostensibly painful act of selfinishment into a sensatiwound

installation, inscribing an invisible tension between a sense of sinogeanergy and a

repressive force, facilitated by the materialities falling outside of corsense

knowledge. The common understanding of cotton thread is largely limited to
knowl edge of how to use it and wddiately t o use
distorted by the fact that neither useepresented in accordance with their respective

purpose at all. This brings the viewer into an inquiring mode regarding the meanings

and conditions of the objects, in relation to their practical functodsstatus in reality

buttdoes not |l ead to an i mmedi at e, clear re

meaning of the workere, the cotton thread adéssas an indexical entity to reflect

past narrative events and to await interpretadbthe ar t i st ,@edmioreag ent i ons

an active agertapableof articulaing an affective anihdescribableforceful potential

to actively enacan unfamiliar or even unsettling scene, diverging from everyday life.
The viewermay thus develop a critical y@snse to social reality, becoming aware of
how psychological experiences of traditional handicraft processes have been hidden or
neglected, and advancing their understanding of the intensively laborious process of

textile-production as a shared traumatik ger i ence i n peopl ebs d

492 |bid.
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deserves commemoration rather than mere dismissal as an historical accident.

Conclusion

This chaptehas revealed somatal materialites andna f f ect i ve di mensi on
The Proliferation of ThreatlVindingthrough analysing the ongoing entanglements and
inttaacti ons between the artistobés repetitive
materia] as well as the relational and paradoxical arrangements o¥ thee we r 6 s
embodied encounters with theaterids. By tracing themakingprocesseswve witness

the cotton thread transform into an active agent, continuously participating in
interconnected activities with the artist and other material agents. The processual

vitality and defamiliargation of the cottorthread render the work a site for affective

experiential encounters (both for the artist and the viewer), rather ahaere

representation of predetermined ideas. This, in turn, opens up perceptual and
psychological awareness in the viewer as experiematieerthan mereobserver and

elicits critical responses in relation to social reality. Through a processually and
performativelyoriented approactoe x ami ni ng t he wor kds materi a
into the affective capacities embodied in these matea | i t i e s, Linébs worKk
ongoing meaningnaking of art, allowing for potential shifts, transformations, and

heightened consciousness at the intersection of making and interpreftion.
exploration strives t o wWwaterial Aricandpsovokeasas e t o d
societal response through affective qualitiest link human bodies to their physical

and social environmentsliciting specific €elings for encounters and events beyond

individual experiences. This encouragles viewer to become not just observers but

also active participants in eeating the meaning and experience of art.
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Chapter 6
Ontoepi st emol ogy i n ArColaRrdectn g : He Xi ang

Thepreviousc hapt er exempl i f i &reProliferationLof Threadi an mi ao
Winding redefines the experiences of human engagement with textile material, and
promotes critical inquir§y domestic handicraft of cotton fabrics, in particélahrough

vibrant materialies and affective operations antworks and artmaking. This chapter

introduces anotherexampleHe Xi angyuds ( b oABarrelloPD8efs) i nst al
of CocaCola (2009, fig.13) in Cola Projec® by which to investigatéow Material

Art mi ght e ngage vesredlites gne sougdles [y sncotporating onto
epistemological practices in art and artmaki@pcaCola, wlike the materials

discussed itheprevious chapters, is neither a material with artistic or craft associations

(such as ink and cotton thread) mimes it hold andentity as a class of material its

own right, butis simply a subset of beverages, carbonated drinks, soft drotks

suchl i ke. Hebés wor k, i nv btleswi QocgpColalindab oi | i ng
bitumenlike residue, serves as a compellingeatudy to reveal the potential agency

of a commodity object and to interrogate the intricate relationship between human

labourand commodified objects.

Cola Projectwas exhibited in different versions at various locations between 2008 and
2012, each msenting boileglown CocaCola residue iits ownunique way from a
coallike solid substance for making sculptures, to a sticky and thick ink for creating

paintings**® The residue was made by boiling thousands of litres of Cata over the

493Versions ofCola Projectinclude forms, sculptures, or installations of an earthy, bitumen
like black crystalline residue piling up in mountdike shapes, either placed within a
rectangular transparent glass suc&arrel of Dregs of Coc&ola (2009) ancextraction
(2009 2010), or directly placed on the exhibition floor without the container, such@sla
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course ofoney e ar . Ten factory workers were empl o
hometown Dandong. This chapfecusesomd e X i a A BRBpyeliod Bregs of Coca

Cola, created in @09 as part of th€ola Project anddisplayed afhe Allure of Matter

It displays an earthy, bitumdike black crystalline residue accumulated in the shape

of mountains (fig. 49).

Cola Projecthas attracted much scholarly attention for its impliciti@sm of the

impact of Western culture and consumerism on contemporary ¢fibae to Coca

Cola being a famousindustrially masgroduced everyday consumer product, a
transformation of its original material qualities to new forms of representatios lend
itself t o a symbol i c i nterpretation o f
commercialisation and consumeriddowever usingA Barrel of Dregs of Coc&ola

as my key example, this reading overlooks the fundamental aspect of the work, which
primarily offers a strong visual effect. an indefinable scene composed of clumps of a
coatlike, gleaming substance that elicits in the viewer an enigmatic or even uncanny
sense of a postpocalyptic landscape (fid.3). This feeling is heightened when the

viewer seeshe title and reades that this substance is made out of Gook.

To stress only the conceptual perspectvedto takethe artwork only as a critical

response to consumerism and capitalisawever, is insufficientparticularly if this is

Project Resin(2009 2010) andCocaCola Project(2009). Another version is in the form of
painting, including works such #@stique Series 12010) andAntique Serie$2011).
¥MSee, e.g. Zhang Xinjiadm, n
[Original EcologyNew Generation and Installation &tWr i t e i n Front of He Xi
I nstall ati on06®&010)]69701; Ai De, @A [He Xiangyu at
Qi ao Spacellg(@)(2017):8385; Mi chele Chan, fAé6l édm Sorr
Vi ol ence ofS dteh eknghi2€) 2009, accessed March 6, 2024.
https://www.sothebys.com/en/articles/suorry-the-gentleviolenc eof-he-xiangyu.
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based solely on the workos omi s@olacso of t he
heavily promoted in the global capitalist system. The work consists of heterogeneous

clusters of unidentifiable, impure sediments that lack any foesdral object upon

which to focus, the meaning of which remains perpetually malleable, open, flexible,

and brimming with potential to evolve.

Vi ewed closel vy, He 6 s wo r-like texture ef @alytnistic a c or r ¢
sediment. Dense and imputke sediment consists of crystal and dda substances

with gleaming, dark effects, in varied and contrasting sizes and ghapet are like

fine particles of dark sand and some like gravel and rock. Viewing the work at a distance
(fig. 13), the piledup dregs, which are placed in a transparent glass cube, resembles a
rather harmonious yet apocalyptic mountainous landscape, effecting silence, mystery,
and theatricality. Wheithe viewer ses the title, theyrealise with surprise that this
mystical granubr substance is made out of Cdfala. The weHlknown brand
guarantees thdhe viewercomeswith a strong cognitive understandingtioé material,

its origins, and how it is normally used. This knowledge is then mixed with the insight
that the Coc#&Cola aibstance ifiereused in an entirely nevand very differentway,

presented as something unknown or unknowable, which is out of place.

He makes no imageeference to the already iconic, heavily symbolic GGo#a brand;
rather,heestablishes aobjectbased and immediate ambiguity ofiaually intense but
unidentifiable substangce a mythical topography that draws the viewer into a sense

of the materials as intensively processed
attention toward whds actually happening when they look at or experience the work,

and elicisa curiosity to know more about hahe materiahas come into this physical
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form. In an interview with Nancy P. Lin, He himself describes that he intends to make
At he maredominant, reimagining it through the use of Coke itself, the liquid

that we inges*® into our bodies. o

Some studies have paid attention to the production of installatidDslafProject*°®

They often assume an anthropological perspective and regardrtist as the sole

protagonist of the production and meanimgking of the piece. Their discussions about

the workés meaning centre on consideratio
aesthetic regimes, while its production is considered in terms bf efort, and

transformative power in aid of a preconceived final product. The role and presence of

theworkersare only brieflymentiored and receivdittle to no analysis.

All interviews, moreover, have been with the artist. Althouglhideself has, on several

occasiong?’ emphasied the importance of the makipgocess and how it is embodied

in the final displayed artwork, no primary source has yet documented the voices and
experiences of the workers involved. Has consciously documeatl the making
processphotographing he wor ker s 6 whiahbgoesfurthertgstinlbonyd i e s

to his emphasis on the steps and contributotheivork. It is regrettable that He does

not discuss the workersé6é experiences and t

document their words.

4% He Xiangyu, interviewed by Nancy Lii He Xi angyu. 6 Vmarteo vi deo, 1:
Museum of Arfor the exhibition ofThe Allure of Matter: Material Art from Chinaanuary
30, 2020, accessed March 6, 2024. https://vimeo.com/388395056.
WE. g. XinjoanAi AiDe,0 @
®TE. g. Xu Jién, AffArtistic Interviewd He Xi a Syiyey Young
Chinese Weeklyarch2012, accessed March 6, 2024. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
yXrYRH20bvo&t=47s.
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A Barrel of Dregs of Coc&olaexposes a sense of the density of a substance inscribed

with the labour thatvent into its making, which places further weight on the point that

the artworkhas beemade with greagffort andcould hardly have been achieved by a
single artist. This aspect also echoes the
Berlin Buddhareminding us of the profound huméabouss and collaborative efforts

embedded in the artwork. Although it is difficult to trace the individual workers that
participated in th€ola Projectten years ago, we can sense the presence of the workers

within thematerial of the installation: the ghostly voices of the labour process revealing

how their embodied experiences intertwined with and engaged in the work through their

perception, emotion, and cognition.

In this chapter, | reveal thdhe artist, workers and materiabf the piece workn
conditions that lack determinate causal structures with clear boundaries and predictable
results. The Coe&ola is neither the object of the creation nor a fixed physical
representation; nor are the artist and workely fatentional and determining with
regards eitheto its evolution or the forms and patterns of the artwork. The human
actions are guided by the changeable physical qualities of the@aawhile also
mobilising their next gesture. The evolving, penfative nature of the material
substance does -inthamseivesdiud e i in-m-pheriotmenad @ s
dynamic interplay of impacts and effects emerging from the collaborative interactions

among the artist, workers, and the material.

This enables the role of the art object to transcend Marxist historical matenahsarh,
assesses the impact of physical materials on social and economic contextsaand

the artistdéds bodily engagement aes.set he end
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valuesi gni fies the objectds tangible utility
represent@an abstraction of the humaabourinvested in its producti@dna concept
Mar x encapsul ates as dall commoiugeated es ar
labourt i mM¥Madx further describesow
[é ] this abstraction of labour as such is not merely the mental product of a
concrete totality of labours. Indifference toward specific labours corresponds to

a form of society in which individuals can wiease transfer from one labour to

another, and where the specific kind is a matter of change for them, hence of

indifference?®®

This means thdabouris not tied to any particular activity or actiauch as farming,
cooking, or clerical workbput is generatable, facilitating the fluid movement of
individuals across various tasks in the capitalist system. This fluidity objetaifiesr

and laboures, valuing commodities by other commodities and reducing the natural

world toamere vessel for capitalist gain.

Historical materialism contends that human actions bring about transformations in the
material realm as well as in human individuals andetgpcat large. With a natural
orientation towards objects, humans exhibit intention@léy idea established in
scholastic thought (by Thomas Aquinas) addveloped as a them& the
phenomenological works dfranz Brentano andEdmund Husserl>® This object
oriented intentionality has been adapted into a materialist perspective within historical
materialism. It is vital to acknowledge that human interaction with objects not only

alters the objects but also the individuals acting upon them. Therefore, dailstori

498 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy/ol. 1, trans. Ben Fowkes (New
York: Penguin, 1990), 130.
499 Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Rimial Economytrans. Martin
Nicolaus (London: Penguin Books, 1973), 104.
WpDer mot Moran, fdflntentionality: Some Lessons
Brent ano t dntetndttienal BPouraasoé Philosophical Studjexl:3 (2013): 31i7
58.
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materialism views the unfolding of history as a process of humaitaadtitution.
Despite the possible mismatches between intentions and actual changes, and the
potential for alienation of producers from their work or even from themselves, historical
materialism posits that humans, particularly in their capacity as social entities, are the

sole agents of historical progression.

This paradigm masks the underlying dynamics of powerasuBennett highlights, it

also facilitates afn aruffiTastalist grdoddumes duthat i on
human | iveliness while endowing objects wi
with the capacity t@wakendesires. Bennett challenges Marx's dismissal of animism,
proposing instead that the transfer of viyais not so much a misappropriation of

energy as it is a double misreading that fails to re@eghie interconnected, process

oriented nature of objectg? This view has seeped into the arts as well, reducing artistic
creativity t o neeoffestartpinmernt in the seviee df sgueerzirgg out

more cons®mption. o

This chapter moves beyortle humarcentric approaches prevalent in qualitative
research, which emphasi humanbehavious and voices, and their elucidation via
methodologies oriented around human perspectives, including interviews, ethnographic
studies, and interpretative analytical reportinguill explore howthe workers, once

mere cogs in the industrial machine, engagé wie transformative Coe@ola fluid,
diverging from their uniform industrial roles to a more nuanced understanding of

objects andulfilled experience of material engagement. This prompésesaluation

501 Bennett, The Enchantmenl17.
502 pid.
503|pid., 122.
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of creativity and production, advocating for a eaenuine engagement with the
material world thahonous the inherent vitality and agency of both human and non

human entities.

I argue that this engagement exemplifies
epistemological Barads agential realisf r a me wo r k ai ms t o Aacco
materialsation of all bodied dumard and dhonhumari® including the agential
contributions of al/l materi al forces, 0 thu
play in defining boundarie®* Within this model, culiral, material, and boundary

definitions emerge from the interactions between entities, challenging the notion of

their pre-existence. Agential realism, building on Bufierconcept of performativity

and Foucauds idea of discursivity, acknowledges thaitter has caonstitutive roles

in its own process of becoming. As Susan Hekman articulates, agential realism allows

for an engagement withnature, the body, and materiality in the fullness of their

becoming) moving beyond simple representation to eméraaeality of phenomena

and materiatiscursive practice®®

Furthermore, agential realism, according to Barad, is a holistic approach that seriously
integrates varied insights from feminist, antiracist, poststructuralist, queer, Marxist, and
scientific disciplines>°® While Barad does not specifically mention the arts, the tenets

of agential realism resonate deeply with the discourse on materiality within art creation.

Barad describefiknowledgemaking practice®as methods of understanding the world

504 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag6.
505 SusarHekman,The Material of Knowledge: Feminist Disclosuf@oomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2010%.
Barad, APosthumgldlilPer formati vity,
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through fimaterial enactments that contribute to and are part of the phenomena we
described®®’ Although these practices are primarily associated with scientific fields in
Barad's work, | posit that artmaking is alsékaowledgemaking practice. Agential
realism suggests that activities suclilasowing, thinking, measuring, thesng, and

observing are material actions interwoven with our existence in the wéld.

Thus, agential realism refrains from priggitig either cultural or material aspects,
instead considering production as the result of their mutual intera®®fi@arad
emphasies that knowledge emerges from our integral participation in the &orld
continuous differentiation. Ortepistemologyis, therefoe, a vital framework for
exploringfithe study of practices of knowing in beitR}?and highlightshe waythat

specific interactions shape realiticBhe separation obntology and epistemology
echoes a metaphysical stance that presupposes fundamental distinctions between
subject and object, human andrthuman body and mind, as well as between matter

and discourse. Ontological and epistemological insights are nohatigtiand
separately produced in the creative process. Instead, the boundaries between knowing
and thinking are emergent and negotiated through theiratran. This approach is
instrumental when perceiving art and artmaking as an intertwined, -onto
epigemological activity a practice of knowing in being that unfolds through specific
intra-actions®! As suchjt is necessary to think abotlte materialities of artmakinag

in a state oentanglenent

07 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag?2.
508 pid., 90.
509 pid.
5101hid., 185.
511 pid.
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My anal ysi sandifs artthaking exterals bleyond the insights of historical
materialism to consider redistribution of agency (and responsibility) and ways of
knowing in beingDelving into the complex interplay of human and +#man agency,

this perspective disrupts tfitional perceptions ahecommaodity object as a stable and

predictable material substancas demonstrateavithin a specific spatiotemporal

contexti n He 6 s nmkingprazesy leexamine how, during timakingprocess

workerscome to new understandings of the things tefamiliar with in daily life

andhow theyexperienceghe development adensory and emotional responses during

their ongoing intreaction with the lively, unpredictable Co€wola fluid. This

exploration seks to reveal how such an orgpistemological practice, manifestin

the makingprocess reshapes human engagements with the capitalist, industrially
massproduced material, redefining modes of knowledge production, and blurring the

existing boundaries b@een the productive and the imaginatithes deterministic and

the uncertain, speed and slowness, comigplnd being controlledl characteristics

typically inherent in capitalist production and consumption. This analysis,¢belul
facilitate a reconsier ati on of the workos critical [
consumer culture related to beverage, evoked not by theCocha6s symbol i c

indexical qualities, but through the materialities of artmaking in its entangled state.

The production activityas wéir k 0 r at Rdro utran
Many schol ars stress that Heds work evidenc
that it is this collective productive labour that gives Cola the transformative power with

which it becomes a work of &’ Their assumption is based on an anthropocentric

2See, e.g., Trevor Smi tTheAlufebfiMatiers MateriahMatt i ve Labo
from Ching eds, Wu Hung and Orianna Cacchione (Chicago: Smart Museum of Art, The
University of Chicago, 2019), 690.
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perspective in which the material awaits its imbuement with new interpretative value,

and cad through great human labour powele transformed into new states in terms

of form or representation. However, ih® ul d be noted that, i n
collective actions are quite unlike those of industrial productive labour, which
emphasises the production of fine commaodities through efficient means, and follow
strict, planned protocolsHere, €n workers are sked with the single act of
continuously boiling Coc&ola using firewood, without much guidareeregardghe

finished productor a clear blueprint for the procedures of productidme work that

remains isthe constant observation and respeesessto the changing states of the

liquid, as well as adjustentandmaintenance othe boiling process. The outcome of

this process becomes apparent only at the |
this implies an experiential and cognitive productioncpes, which is directed and

impacted by the dynamic physicality of the evolution of the liquid. The contrasting case

is theindustrial process of manual labdarthe massprodudion of commodities that

rely solely on dynamics of control between mastenaniker.

Hebés workers are engagedcrnbedatns Nanl fiMa
productive activityo that is more | ike wor
attitude towards the production proc&ssMaycroft reflects and elaborates on the
conceptualisation of different forms of human activitisd how they can be

understood in art practices that involve productive labour. Maycroft summarises Daniel
Willisbdéds understanding of | abour as an uni

productive for short periods of time, but nevertheless lessprot i ve ,tduean fAwor k

SB3Nei | Maycroft, fALabour, Wor k dhedab®uay: Acti on
Art, eds, Chris Dunne, John Plowman, and Phil Eastwood (Lincie Beehive Press,
2005), 4.
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to its monotony and unsustainabilfd?Work, by contrastcanbe sustained for long
periods,sincefi..] the uniqueness of work lies in its ability to trope cleverly the

necessity of production into an imaginative undertaking thac r e at e*®Ina wor | d
other words, Willis understands work to be not merely practical but also imaginative,

and can build a domain that is both materially significant and imaginatively meaningful

beyond its immediate functiol® Labour, by contrast, camly be carried out by virtue

of i ts producti on and efficiency. Labour
imagination, as this might deprive them of the ability to attend to the many decisions

they must make at all times, including those relating td#iséc need to stay safe.

He 6 s npeokessralgo corresponds to this kind of imaginative necessity. It cannot
be planned in advance, and it is not measurable in terms of economic gain. The boiling
is riddled with accidents, openness, and chance, wailchws the Coc#ola to
spontaneously evolve into different states. The workers can never know what physical
form the CoceCola will assume in any one moment. Regardless of how carefully He
and the workers design strategies for each step of the boiloupgs, the results
ultimately depend on the dynamic and unforeseen chdaglks material with which

they are working. Standard Ce€ala is comprised of both industrial and natural
materials, including 90% carbonated water (soda water), sugar, caraloet, co
phosphoric acid (for tartness), caffeine, as well asnigstical natural flavourings.
When boiled, these ingredients bring about magical and unpredictable effects. In the

initial stages of boiling, the liquid remains a watery fluid, and as theeatpe rises,

514 bid.
515bid., 6.
516 Daniel Willis, The Emerald City and Other Essays on the Architectural Imaginétlew
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999).
"Maycroft, AfLabour, o 10.
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it slowly turns into a thick, ndbrown liquid, with some emerging bubbles (fig. 50).
Surprisingly, smoke begins to emanate from these bubbles. When the smoke and
bubbles fade away, the fluid gradually transforms into a syrupy black sliiglggl),

and then into lumps of shiny crystal, reminiscent of coal: a natural solid eadhon
material in itself, yet historically significant for its industrial uses. Mainly carbon (with
varying amounts of other elements, such as hydrogen and oxygen)oailike
substance is likely caused by reducing the several chemical compounds contained in
the liquid CoceaCola, such as the sodium carbonate anhydrous (soda). The resulting
appearance of the solid form of boiled Cdbala appears similar to impual,
indicating the presence of chemical ingredients in the drink. The work appears at once
natural, thus contrasting with the iconic imagery of the brand, and suggestive of
something mystical with traces of human labour. This freely developing and
indeerminate material process endows the G0ok with a forceful power which
opens up a space for the imaginations of the artist and workers, eliciting a continuous

desire to know or imagine what will happen next and what the outcome will be.

Hebés production mode also embodies Willisf¢
through activation both of the physical and the sensory experiences of the wtkers.

The indeterminate and imaginative process lacks tasks characterised by linear time, thus

taking a form that these workers had not previously encounterednakiagprocess

is less likely to draw the workers back to labour concerns. Instead, they become
primarily drawn into a ambivalentemotional or mental state in between pleasure and

pain.

518Willis, The Emerald City.
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il. Embodied physical and sensory experiences in tmeaking-process
The boiling processs almost certainlya harsh and probably painfulexperience for
the workers. Not only does it physically produteat, smoke, and a pungent smell (fig.
52); it also brings a perceptual anxiety to workers who have already formed a set
understanding of the materiality of things. In industrial, asseifinty production,
workers, as examinaabove are employed as metemponents of a living mechanism,
and have no part in the direction of the productidiThe object that the worker
produces is not controlled by the worker, but by the capitalist. The workers follow the
predesigned manufacturing process and their actilmaot seldirected, but dictated
by the capitalist who purchased their labour. The worker has a clear understanding of
what the object will be, without uncertainties regarding the means of production and its
end product. Fr om thépeodusen obled is dlifelegs entitgwitle c t 1 v e,
unchanging material properties, more like an alien entity, independent from the
worker>2° During this goaoriented production process, the object becomes, to the
worker, a mere inanimate object with unchangivagerial properties. Such labour does
not activate the physical imagination, which involves experiencing sensations and
emotions when encountering the object. Instead, the wdilkely experiences a
heightened feeling of alienation, ey experience wat is described as not fulfilling
Ahi msel f in his work but denies +dpaingysel f, h;:
does not develop freely his mental and physical energies but is physically exhausted

and mental®y debased. 0

519 Marx, Capital: I, 461 462.
520 Marx, Grundrisse 453 454.
521 Marx, Capital: I, 536.
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Yet imr djedst, the workerds experience of
of physical labour; here, the way that the instruments and materials of the trade function
makes their inanimateness less obvious. The wapkeviously employed in industrial,
asemblyline production and without prior amaking experience before being
temporarily hired for this projeatxperiencethe transformation af familiar consumer
product into another dynamic material that is constantly moving and changing, creating
different and unexpected effects at various moments. The worker is not the sole
controller of the material development, but the one who witnesses and corresponds to
the material status in order to keep the material in a state of continuous development.
Thewor k er 6 s e n g ag e rGeladnacts a ghénontehoa that laricga to mind
Baradodos idea of the Ainherent ontol ogical
northumanagencies, in which the human is provisional and interrelated with the
material, rater than having a specific intention of fixing it into a certain end or concrete
shape®?l n Heds wor k {Colooacts 8053as a mdclkeanicdl micreactive
entity subjected to human creativity, but is transformed into a dynamic living and
evolving antity actively contributing to the makingrocess. Central to the subjectivity

of this process is the interrelated and indeterminate events that hold between the human
activities and the dynamics of the CeCala. This processual indeterminacy of
production is the opposite of deterministic, causal enactments. Here, the artwork is
enmeshed in its own becoming, challenging the wé@skereconceived understanding

of the usual allocation of agency between humans anthmarans, causing feelings of

ontological nsecurity.

2Barad, APosthuman Performativity, o 815.
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However, this ontological insecurity, cause
of the subjedtobject relation, may very well give rise to a contradictory feeling of

pleasure. The workas not required to follow the strict linear prodion line with a

final, determined goal. All they are asked to do is to collaborate with the artist, help

with the material potentials of the Ce€ala substance, and wait for an unpredictable

and imaginative outcome. Although the material displays a dignanm themaking

processt hat it cannot perform al one, its vital

and constant adjustment of the boiling technique, allowing its continued evolution.

As previously noted in Chapter 1, Jeff Koons, like Zhang inctieation ofBerlin
Buddha employed a private company to produce his artworks under strict, assembly
line conditonsT h e wo r k eCola Project bid @oltrast, act more as creative
coordinators that focus on the simultaneous existence of the means of production, the
production process, and its tangible results. This interdependent relationship between
the human and the Co€ola substance in tletmakingprocess, in which all agencies

are continuousy evolving, influencing one anothamay potentially evoke a range of
emotional and sensory responses, though such experiences cannot be definitively

assumed for all individuals involved®

Alternating between controlling and being controlled by the initially fluid Gooka
materi al, the workers engage in what Mi c h
relationshipdo with their work, through whi

reseitment to feelings of love, and from apprenticeship to mastéRather than a

523 |bid., 141.
%24 Michael Herzfeld,The Body Impolitic: Artisans and Artifice in the Global Hierarchy of
Value(Chicago: University of ChicagPress, 2004).
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statement or assertion of mastery or expertise, the labour experience now becomes

about the feeling of asymmetry. He stressesttisticinterest in the material process

andhow it influences peopleds perception:

perception through t he m2YRatherthah relgifyam ge s
pre-existing information, He emphasises sense, play, and exploration to evoke the

curiosity and imagination of the workers.

They thus come to experience two rather different, and perhaps conflicting, feelings.
One is pleasurable, giving a sense of agency and bodily autonomy through the
experience of a pure makimpgocess that is free from the restrictions of industrialised
production. The other ithefeeling (and accompanying anxiety) that their autonomy is

in danger of being corrupted by the material performance. Although the worker gains
the opportunity to master the tools and to work with the artist, it is in observing and
deciding what to do next, given the dynamic material conditions or phenomena, that
theyrealise that their decisions and actions are largely relied upon (as well as affected
and interrupted) by the changing, unexpected physical qualities of theGotaah

other words, the artist and workers inhabit ambivalent emotional states, with which they
remain in close contact; despite their mastery of the materials, they were nevertheless
directed by the animated nature of the GGcda, which theyare unable to filly
control. This invitsa perpetual sense ekcitement oanxiety. This embodied physical

and sensory experience of the individual worker emerges from the continuous intra
action between the human and tieerhumanin this production process. Maycrotlis

this Ai maginative productive activityo:

“AHe Xi a&AQentne for, Contemporary Asian Aasiccessed August 5, 2024,
https://4a.com.au/creativesfR@ngyu
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a specific end, but instead implies a capacity to sustain a practice through emphasising

the experience of making with absorption and -&effiment.>2® Einar EhgstPm
describes Hebds project as one -actbmover Aipri vi l
resulto and that Ais indefinitelGolauwmnfini sh
his studio from time to time, and he may even experiment with kafickhanzhai

versions of the ®0oft drink in the future.o

Framing the embodied experiences within the spatiotemporal structure
It is worth noting that the significance of this makimgcess as intractive and co
becoming, wherein the embodied experierafdhe worker who experiences both pain
and pleasure, will not be fully conveyed unless properly placed withparticular
spatiotemporal framework. Although productive activities are part of the making
process in Heds wor k,, sgatmimg apwhaledyear.tBefmen i s v
moving onto the actual making stage, He himself boiled one ton of Caleain the
kitchen of his Beijing studio (fig. 53). He experienced the full transformation process,
and was aware that his project would require graatdn labour resources and that it

might take a long time for the liquid to reach solidity.

Having been born into a wealthy family, He already owned a studio in Beijing. As a

young artist, having just graduated from the Shenyang Normal University, he had yet
to gain much attention from the public, at a time when contemporary Chinese art was
receving increasing attention and sparking international debates. He may have felt an

urgent need to build a reputation for himself in the art field. But if his aim was to quickly

6Maycroft, AfLabour . 0o
®2'Einar Engstm, fiHe Xi angyu: T hLeapP4May3a, 012, actessBdr oces s,
March 6, 2024. http://www.leapleapleap.com/2012/0xfaegyuthe-primacy-of-process/.
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gain exposure with a grand public installation, he could have used a facbmiy tlve
liquid by mechanical mean®r employ a greater number of workev§e canthus
assume that thenethodical slowness difis artwork wasboth purposeful and pre

designed.

Heds mode of creation is also unitstke the w
Kara Walker mad@ Subtletyf2014) by employing the help of artisans and art assistants

who were familiar with and creative within artisan or artistic producminvolved

a team of experienced and skilled artisans, fabricators, and techiicitimeselaborate

production and construction of some jolesigned parts of the installation, such as the
sugar sphinx, sugar babies, and istas® sugar
nothingl i ke Ai Suvéower Seed010), which involved anuch greater

number of participants; more than one thousand artisans were employed to produce

each individual seed. Instead, He chose to employ only a small number of workers (ten,

none of whom had any experience of artmaking), made ten iron vesselseahd u

traditional method of boilingnanually burning the firewood. This required the workers

to constantly monitor the fire to adjust the heat, and to repeatedly engage in the task of

boiling.

| argue that Heds strategic slowness, toge:
sensory experiences involved in thakingprocesscontribute to the meaningaking
of the materials. Willis discusses issues of time in relation to production iasti¢it
He stresses that for those practitioners w

means of pl ayful | abour or productive pl ay

528Willis, The Emerald City
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mode of making involves labouring productive action), wiimie is different from the

more universal labowr i me . Thi s resonates wi t h t he
Aautonomouso timeframes ar e eoasedfactorsimed by
the production of commoditi€s® Time spenton these activities cannot be measured

by clocks @ assessed by production alone, as the value assigned to imaginative
productive activities must consider both the product and the sensations generated by

the endeavout®® Because it creates a world, wetikne produces its own measure, with

only an indirectink to clocktime, the passing of which we would understand in terms

of a linear, steady progressiditIt should be noted that this immeasurable kind of time

that arises in work qualitatively differs from leisttnme. Within capitalist society, the

noi on of Al ei sureod i nwedkindeftfmeeonspnapiiok’a ged and

Hebs project cor ri@msnpasurathiestime, alludindito @ serseaf s e o f
time that is structurally different from clogkne, and where time is experienced and

understood in terms of the events and activities that make up our being in the world.
These i deas speak to a sense of there being
depending on differences in bodily experiences, or specific actions; these owitkrast

the speed and acceleration of time in capitalist production and consumption. Here, then,

the workerdos feeling of time differs fron
production, where time falls withssary t he fr
labour time 58° This refers to the time that workers must work each day or week to

produce goods (taking into account the skills, tools, and techniques available) that are

Maycroft, #ALabour, o 7.
530 |pid.
531 |bid.
532 |bid.
533 Marx, Capital: I, 49.
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considered essential for their survival in accordance with the socially stodidally

determined standard of living at the time (this does vary over time and between different
societiesP*In other words, it refers to the amount of time required for a worker to

produce goods that meet the basic needs of society, given theiditsaibd resources

and technological capabilities. Labour time measurement serves as a crucial metric
regulating the exchange value of commoditi
to econonse on labour, and impacting the market values of spegdbds. Thus, as
Stephen Bayl ey put s micdpitalistrsociety, thenatBrpafme of L

is Amiscegenated with metaphors of money a

In the production o€ola Project the worker might feel time getting slower when the
work environment gets hot and harsh and the material may remain unchanged for a
period of time. Yet he may at times enjoy the work, andemse the clock time when
encountering the dramatic state of thaterial that invites immersive and pleasurable
feelings of curiosity. The worker is situated in an arena pregnant with accident and
chance, and can always bring something new into existence, such as new
phenomenological effects, collaborative modes vathers, or bodily experiences
brought by the material effects or tasks. This newness is unanticipated and cannot be
evaluated in terms of financial gains. As such, each worker can create a space (or in
Willisbéds words, a MAwor | dceooldered pregressiont af me d e v
universal, abstract cloekme, and allows the worker to instead enter into the present
where art can come into being. This is made possible through fulfilled productivity,

where the worker stands in active collaboration with dyonamaterials.

534 bid.
St ephen Bayl ey, NewStaesnB@eabe 250(1999): 43 e, 0
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He Xiangyu employed just ten workers to process 127 tons of-Colea Yet it is

precisely this slowinglown, | argue, that enables the workers to reseghie potential

of the materials, and their own interrelatedness with these mategigdsd labour as

defined in terms of productivity and speddlga BlSzquez Snchez proposes that
inscribing slowness (and laziness) in-rm@king means allowing for new attention,
understandings, and reasoning to form around art materidfti8se clans that the

human, as one of the material agencies in the world, has its own physical limits and is
determined byhese®®” One of our physical limits consists in the fact that our thinking,

like any other activity occurring within a material body, requtrege. As part of the

material human body, thinking depends on the physical limits of our brains, and cannot
therefore be infinitely acceleraté® So, in artmaking, slowing down means allowing

time for reflection, critical thinking, and creativity to emerin relation to materiality

and the order of thingS?® To enable a transition from speed to slowness in art, artists
andartwor ker s have to work Afor art to be def
material labour and t o r ej e ct erhphdsipeuhe impartance ofrotherr t o

activities beyond production, t*fat relate

Hebés decision to employ only a small numbe
into a site of temporal disruption that allows bothsarand worker to identify the

presence of art and to experience time as free, far away from the accelerated labour of

the production of commodities. The participants of this sled@an processual

experience acquire the alternative understanding thajsldan progress slowly and

®6QlgaBzquezSnchez, H@AArt Needs Time: Temporality of
Artso (Masterods Dissertation, Utrecht Univer si
537 bid., 7.
538 |bid.
39 bid.
501bid., 24.
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that this can produce new material meanings that are ignored in capitalism, and that it
is not necessarily urgent to grasp the future. The creativity that He seeks to find does
not consist in reconfiguring a consumer product imea representation (based on a
capitalist logic of rational and efficient production), but rather in experiencing and
embodying an alternative temporality from within the inner logic of the reality of labour

as a materiatliscursive process.

In addition the production space that He chooses and temporarily cosstalgs to

create a spatiotemporal framing of theakingprocess which contributes to the
meanings of the workdéds materialities. Rat he
to hisBeijing studio, He chose to rent a timber mill in a village near his hometben

city of Dandong in the Liaoning provinceinnogha st Chi na, far from Ct
centre. The factory in the mill is simple and crude, lacking any mechanical eqtiipmen

it also providse a less than ideal work environment, without eithercaimditioring or

a professional exhaust fan (fig. 54), awith no human resources to support and

manage the team. This meant that each individual worker had to make significant and
excessive efforts during theakingprocess The setup is reminiscent of manual

manufacture before the introduction of mechanical means of production that emphasise

speed and acceleration. The smell and smoke generated by the boiling process spread
throudh the mill and its surroundings. He recalls how, on approaching the mill, he could

smell the fsweet-CaadBvenafter thedoiling pragessChacc a

ended, the smell remained in the area for a very long time. Still today, people passing

the mill can easily detect traces of the making of the Cola Project.

541 He Xiangyu,i He X i antenyigwed by Nancy Lin,ideo, 1:55. Smart Museum of Art
for the exhibition ofThe Allure of Matter: Material Art from Chinaanuary 30, 2020,
accessed March 14, 2024. https://vimeo.com/388395056.
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He seems to createndnsular space in isolation from the exrnal world, that
concentrates all attention on the singular facets of the boiling activity and its associated
sensory experiences. It is thus both literally and figuratively set apart from all industrial
operations of capitalist mass production. This acdos wi t h Francesca
concepti on otlhat as Bmaksele gepuascfa snovements or groups of

people that are removed from the dominant control of institutionalised or hegemonic
forms of power, are not intended for prafitaking, and irwhich people pertain to the

possibilities to actively interact, communicate, organise, and expefnce.

Notably, He deliberately chooses the lasgale setting of a timber mill as base for his
smallscale factory. This establishes a relatively isoladetting, devoid of direct
environmental or contextual connections to the outside world; at the samewokes

a sense of safety and deep familiarity, perhaps influenced by its resemblance to places
from his upbringing, though this may not be cert#itthough the workers were paid,

the production was not completed according to the imperatives of profit. It was a
seemingly playful or theatrical arena in which the contemporary concerns of mass
production could be dismissed; their own behaviour was imghactguided by chanee
phenomena emerging in very present, very physical realities. Rather than a comment
on the power of industrial factoriethis is an enactment of the space as a present
existence, giving people the chance to collectively engageinaess of awareness
building of our ontol ogi cal di sposition t
project is to structure a free space in association with subjective temporalities. It renders

a sitespecific, materiatiscursive project that unfoldéirough a continuous intra

2Francesca Polletta, fAé6FThewyaldSace®8yl) i n Coll ect
(1999): 38.
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action between a collective of workers and the material, where the process-of intra
action is regarded as a creative praxis. The ongoing makoagss is made possible

by the structure of a theatricsdd space and the ndinear time of a synchrosed
collective. He creates the illusion of a new site of productive activity, and of new
realities that fall outside of capitalist production modes, with no need for speed. In these
ways, He fosters more equitable relationships betweeman agency and the material

world, engaging withthe physical, sensual, spatial, and temporal contegy inhabit.

Conclusion

In sum, my analysis has been an examination of thernakations between a collective

of workers and the Coe@ola mateml in the makingprocess, the associated embodied
experiencesand their spatit e mpor a | structure. T@Gaas alterrt
Proectd oes not mean to deny that Hedbds work co
scholars interpre€ola throughpreconceived ideas of Co€ola as an iconic brand,

symbolising industry, commercand consumption, and understand an oppositional
representation of Coe@ola as a metaphorical subversion of consumerism. However, |
suggest t hat He 6 soesr intoitc al e sed xdper es e i onu ¢ W
representation in relation to Ce€ao |l aés symbol i c or i ndexi cal

narratives arising from the process of its materialisation.

By tracing the makingprocess, we see the role of thdustrial worker evolving into
one of creative collaboratorengaging with and experiencing the imaginative
productive act. The act of labour is here no longer an unimaginative productive activity,

but a pure, sendsound materiatdiscursive practice. Waers are endowed with more
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rights to engage with and feel the process of production as a creative, experiential, and

seltfulfilling activity.

In addition, unlike the Coe@ola of consumer culture (which sees it as an inanimate

object, heavily produced n d ¢ 0 n s u me «Cdlg matdrealdbecontee an active

agent, entangled with the collective of workers. Engaging Cmta in a process of

intracaction yields a deconstruction of a binary understanding of the Sudippatt

relation, in which meanings divalues are determined by the human as sole master and
controll er. He al so stresses that he i s i1
physical perception of drinking Co&2ola. | wanted to transform this fizzy feeling into

a sol iThisoan snf 6r mati on into a fAsolid formod
t he v iatemienrtdtise physical representation of the artwork. It also implicates

the processual materialisation and embodied experience of@ugawhich can

trigger a critical awarenss of the act of consuming and drinking G@za. The

conflicting sensory experiences of pain and pleasure (embodied in the makiegs)
givesusasenseof Ce€ao |l abs cl ose association with tF
experiences. The artwork joimsn t he drinkés delivery of h a
freshness, but also the hidden tangent of bodily pain that carries a message of its

harmful effectont he consumer 6s heal t h, and the dar k

The presencing of the Co€olaproduct is also in the remnants left behind after the
wor kés production. As noted above, the boil

smell extended over an area greater than the timber mill itself, resulting in Dandong

Quoted in fAHe Xi angyu: ELERHANTWebruarn27,2018,t he Deep
accessed March 6, 2024. https://elephant.art/xiatigywn-deepend/.
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gaining the nickname Colaown | ] for some time after

completion®** These remnants also implicitly reveal Cl@@ | a6s mat er i al C af
exist in and affect human life. On the surface is a sweetness that can be smelled with

our senses, and which may bring enjoyment to pabsseidowever, the prolonged

boiling processequired to transform the liquid into a cdikle sediment serves as a

stark reminder of the environmental cost. This intensive use of energy not only
represents a significant carbon footprint but also compels us to reflect on the broader
ecological impact®f such art practices. By the same token, the continuous boiling

process almost certainly produced harmful gases, causing air and environmental

pollution and impacting the health of those exposed to it over prolonged periods.

Although the installation shows the solid Cdidehindglass (thus preventing the viewer

from smelling the materi £olgProjedgsuchaaalfl He ds
Project Resin(2009 2010, fig. 55), had the sediments piled on the ground witho

containers. Therdhe viewer is situated in a more sensuous relation to the material,
enabling them to visually experience the w
the same time smelling the bat process. For He, it seems, Ca&ca | a 6-eelatiom t r a

with the human world can act as a force, or produce a ghostly remainder, even after
production. | understand this to be a comment on the subtletdomgeffects of Coca

Cola on human life.

The 127tons of Coc&Cola that He used for this project was also, at the time, the

average amount of Cocaola consumed each year in the city of Dandong (which has

““MWoods Col |l ect iTohre, CioHea Xiraongeyct , © YouTube vid
Woods Beijing. October 26, 2016, accessed March 6, 2024. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=S1leuifV8ilc.
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a population of 2.4 million}#* CocaCola first arrived on the Chinese market in 1979
and gained theght to be widely sold in China in 1989, after which consumption went
up steadily?*®It has remained a popular soft drink in Chinese consumer culture over
the past three decades, and today China is theléngdst market for Coe&ola*’

He 6 s uwdativelp dmallaaumber of workers to face and process the vast quantities
of CocaCola is a nod to the great intensive effort and endurance of its excessive labour;
it also suggests that society is prone to excessive consumption. Finally, the processual
enactment between humans arai-humars in Cola removes the mythical qualities of

the CocaCola product, and reveals the signs and tricks of its production process. What
takes its place is another entity evidencing its insistent rendering or materialiaation

a demystification of the secret ingredients of GGoda as something visible, erosive,

and crystalike.

The emphasis on the processual experience of making is part of a quest for a different
way of living and producing products, in which slowngdeasure, pain, and the option

to achieve nothing are dlhportant. Contemporary art concerned with themes of
commerce, consumption, or mass production need not be linkkditmnic imagery

of a ¢ o mmCGadaiPitojgctrevddls @hat the artist drother participants in the

®¥®This enormous quantity may sound excessive for people unfamiliatowéithconditions
of consumption from a statistical perspective. Yet when considering the actual population in
Dandong and the demographic (mainly young and middel people) who often consume
CocaCola, 127 tons suggests a moderate everyday Coke cotisanipandong population
data cited from (https://population.gotohui.com/pd228/2009), accessed November 8,
2022.
Susanna Ferrell, AHe Xiangyuds Colhea Project:
Allure of Matter: Material Art from Chinaeds, Wu Hung and Orianna Cacchione (Chicago:
Smart Museum of Art, The University of Chicago, 2019), 119.
Sarah Bos€béwn, |IN€Cbaances Cthe@uardiapnJabrg si ty Pol i
10, 2019, accessed March 6, 2024. https://www.theguardian.com/busine§arZ00&oca
colainfluencechinaobesitypolicy-protectsalesbmj-report.
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workplace have generated, and the intangibility of the artistic process, where humans

andnon-humars are entangled and collaborate to produce new meanings and values.
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Concl usi on

Through these case studies, which focus on various perspectives of the propositions
relating to performative materialities that |1 have proposed, we observe how the
discursive materialities dflaterial Artinvolve the artist, other human bodies (including
other makers othe viewer), the materials, and living entities in active processes that
contribute to the artworks' becoming and existeAttbough each work of art analysed

in this thesigliffersin artistic form, material enactment, collaboration, pidaun, and
meaning, theyall bring attention to the vitality of materiality and underscore the
intertwined and often amorphous boundaries between humamoattdimanentities.

All of the case studies analysadovea f f ect t he vi eweeliételg vi scer a
a desirewantingto act or reactor instil a sense of presentness. The artworks do not
evoke an immediate or complete positioningheviewer that permits critical distance
through preconceived knowledge or political stance. Instead, thegnpras diverse
assemblies of material elements and do not fix or define subjects as objects, resulting
in an effect of unfinagability. This leaves the sense of meaning fluid, adaptable, and

ripe with potential.

As seen in the c dlseeProldefation of ThreddViadmognthe o 6 s
discursive arrangementsiofbrid material components make the overall effect elysive
defying immediate comprehension of any singular elemé&hé viewercannot easily

form any ideological predispositicaas tothe meaning of the work through formalism

or structural analyseRRather,t h e wo r ksatisn oh maberials dni unfamiliar
settingsengage the viewern a sloweddown perceptual proces$he initial response

is often to the performative nature of the wirghenomenological impact, such as the

cotton threads emanating from the bexatre suggesting endless proliferatjaand
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bearing trace of intensive artistitabour. This sense of incompletipor unfinalisability,
characteristic of althe worksdiscussed in this thesis, provides a means to address the
challenge of representing a mutable world through our diverse and evolving

subjectivities.

The works discussed in this thesis primarily display what Merleanty calls the
Aphenomendadot rfeipeled@nt ati ons butmaterialhy br i d
assembl ageso that activate our bodily int
environment, tapping into our fundamental openness to the W8Mbre specifically

t hese wor ks ani maé¢dexperibnee, promptingeengagemeatwiiho d i

art as fAhaving been made, havi Aftprabanen f or m
ongoing process of movement and vibratity anal ysi s of CHainsang Sha
illustrates howthiswork elicits a strong affeiste quality of having been informed by a

biological process ofhes i | kwor méds cl i mbing andhisspi nni ni¢
goesbeyondthe representational frame by highlighting the natural, organic quality of

the silk inanunordered configuration, resug in primitive, random and natural silk
gualities(within which cocoons areound far removed from thaniform and precious

silk texture of industriale d si | k production. Aside from Z
works, which create powerful sensationsnefnediacy, many works in this thesis, like

L i a nGhdins are not mere stable material produator are theynarrative or
representational forathat points ta symbolic understandingf meaningsThey are,

rather,intricate aréfacts within an evolving system of layers that continuously change

8Tayl or Carman, fSensation, JdndhegCambndge, and t he
Companion to Merlea#onty, eds, Taylor Carman and Mark B. N. Hansen (Cambridge:
Cambridge Univesity Press, 2005), 51.
“9Jones, fAMaterial Traces, o 20.
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as they interact with one another and their environment.

By adopting a monological perspective of emergent, generative materiality in art
through aNew Materiaist lens, we see how the efts of art is processeventshaped

by the ongoing interplay between humaarrhumanand morethanhuman agencies.

These materia)sor living entiiesd including ink, cotton thread, Cog2ola fluid,
incense ash, silk (and silkworm), and wétgrarticipatein networks of collaboration,

acting as agents capable of movement and transformation, contributing to the processes

of meaningmaking and knowledge production.

The artists are not the key protagonists of events; rdtir actions are contingent

upon working together with other agenciégile Yang Jiechang, Lin Tianmiaand

Song Dongdbés pieces focus on the artistods er
in their owntime, experiencing it through their sensea specific time and place, those
involving collective ( HeonKumanmogmarethan and Zhe
human (Liang Shaojidés) <coll aborations help
and other living entitiesThese individuals, whose namesveeitherbeenomitted or

never documented, contributed to the creation of these art objects, working alongside

or in partnership with thosee recognse as artists, who are often seen as the primary

creators in artmakingd New Materiaist interpretation oMaterial Art, then,focuses

less on individual creativity and more on the collaborative emergeribe aftwork.

Investigating these contributordal's us to explor&laterial Artin its tangible aspects.

Although tracing the voices of these participants is challendungto limited sources,

it is crucial to acknowledge and identify these overlooked figures in the art

historiography of the chosen wks. The variety of terms used to describe them
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highlights their misrepresentation, and my focus on them uncovers the multiple layers

of their impact on the art's ongoing process of becoming.

This perspective does n oedativaprooessiout sohsidérdhe ar t i
the insights gained by engaging with and through matefiais. is revealed irLin

Ti anmi aods asovelltasnther makeriaks éiké the bed and needles, which

retaingts original forms asrecogngable everyday obg. While it may seem that Lin,

as the sole creator, chose and transformed these objects into art, highlighting her human
agency,Barad suggests that posthuman perspective helps usdalise t ha't Linds
subjectivity is ceconstituted within the act afelecting and arranging the materials.

The work's affective resonance compels us to appreciate the unique nuances of art
beyond broad structural representations, acknowledging the intearsistic labour

involved. The subjectivitydoes not prexist but rather emerges fronthe material

relationality betweeh i rpldysical existence and the tactile nature of the cotton thread.

The workés materialities and interpretatiyv
their being and evolving through the perforative intraactionsof different material

entities. The evidence of artistic effort is woven into the fabric of the work itself, not

merely resting on its surface or as an isolated sign; it is deeply entwined with the

material becoming of the piece.

Corsequently, rather than being a static object brought to life through interpretation,
Linéds wor k, along with the others featurec
kinetic materiality. This moving quality is not always as perceptddeseen in atlases

except for Zhango6s A3§ater Racatddnhiah cleaglyexhtbis and Sc

performative dynamism at their exhibition. However, the absence of visible movement
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does not limit the scope of engagement witheav Materiaist approach, suggest
that movement in art is not solely about physical motion. It is not that the works do not

possess movement, but our ability to perceive and feel their dynamism is limited.

In addition, what makes this consideration of thinking through material impagés
inseparability fromhow the work affects u3.he encounter witthe artworks discussed

in this thesis movegsbeyond mere interpretation, encouraging a sensory engagement
with theart as a dynamic process of material transformation where meanings are deeply
embedded. While Chapter 5 specifically examines the role of affect through Lin's work,
the transformative power of affect resonates acrossthallcase studies. This
engagement ith the indeterminacy of embodied experience becoamesoductive
dimension of the practiceoffering liberation from the constant need for critical
justification and exemption from the politics of strategic positionigycouldalsobe
seeninmyinveggiat i on of YI®0hlLayerd of lki9D2) thg vdosk evokes

a material effect of the disordered chaos beybagure blackness of ink, which creates
anambiguous, unfathomahland liminal qualitythatrepresergan infinite variety of

form. The ndeterminate order of representation that is full of unpredictable and
illuminating ideas and manifestations allows for a moving perceptual experience. This
opens up the possibility of viewing the artworks through an embpdiedily
experience without imediately ascribing a deep connectisith and critical inquiry

into the historical dogmatic principles with definitive norms of slatid the unfading,

unchanging element of the pictorial subjects upheld by Chinese scholar paintings.

All the case studiegbovereveal similar featureseconfiguringthe roles of materiads

ink, cotton thread, silk, Coe@ola, incense ash, and watdhat are intrinsically tied
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to various facets of daily life and historical conteatsdinfluencing cultual or artistic
norms and capitalist or industrial standards in Chiithough these materials possess
deeply rootedioriginalo identities, they are presented in unexpected ways, eliciting a
sense of the uncanny by showcasing familiar materials in noméxds.In addition,

the art objects on display in these works convey the arduous anddireeming
process of their creation, contradictithg conception of contemporary artfasile and
effortless. This sense of hard wpeknbedded in the displayed ks, provides a sense

of visual honesty that lies beyond the control of form and has further implications
regardingthe phenomenological qualitiesf materials This imbedding of labouloes

not, however, imply thathis is skilled labour, in fact, the lalour involved is
predominantly and perhaps intentionaflyunskilled. The resulting artworks appear
to reflect the ordinary, everydayabour charactesed by repetition, tedium,

undervaluation, aril typicallyd low compensation.

In addition theindividual art objects within each work do not exist in isolation; instead,

they come together to form a¥Evenimesksp ar abl e
that utilise only a single type of materidhis materialis presented in vast quantities

and wth inteng effects This entailing of ontological priority of phenomena over
objects allows the materials employed in tfF
which is the power of metamorphosis, polymorphosis, or insensibility to
contradiction &! These materialsthus maintain a type of subtle authorship

independent of formal elements and become phenomenologically embedded in a

550 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwa@15.
®lGeorgesDidHuber man, A The Order of Material: Pl ast
Sculpture and Psychoanalysed. Brandon Taylor (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006), 1201
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"fantasy of materiality °8° They have the capacity to reactivate layers of meaning from

the past, irrupting into the pregehrough their affective impact on the viewer.

These approaches not only question the roles, identities, or statuses of materials in their
most common contexts but also reveals their potential and agency to carve out
alternative trajectories that diggr from their traditionally ascribed rolegthin the
established, hegemonic discourses and narratilresthese artworks, materials
transition from inanimate and objectified to active participants in the continuous
process of art'®ngoing processof becoming They pulsatewith life and agency,

Aworl di ngo new spaces and opportunities

responding to the silena@sand silencingd of others>®3

These are works that captivate audiences with artworks that are festitborobjects,

regardless of whether they appear motionless or mobile in their display, unfolding
instead as ongoing and opended processes. Although some of the pieces in this
thesi® barring video work and ephemeral installaomaytypically be perceved as

stable amalgamations of form and matter, my study has offered an alternative
perspective, observing thitaterial Artrarely, if ever, conform to such a paradigm.

Despite the fagde of permanentigat someof the works exude, these artworks are

neer static. Even seemingly typicalin for ms
100 Layers of Inkcan be more aptly interpreted as being in a perpetual;emad

processal state

%52 bid., 197.
53 Donna HarawayWhen Species Megilinneapolis:University of Minnesota Press, 2008).
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These works tend to primarily direthtevi ewer 6 s at tareimtadiate t hr o u

encounter with the physical artwork and the effect the materials bring. dchept
encapsulate a figurative representation defined by a ceatralind singular perspective

of the subject, nor do they conform to a static relationship between content (or symbolic
meanings) and formRather, they emerge as vibrant art assemblages, creating
paradoxical or ambivalent scenes that primarily otfee viever an immediate,
transcendent physical or sensory experience. All works included in this study reveal a
kind of visual intensity and ambiguity, along with the familiar yet incongruous presence
of the materials, immeirsy the viewer in a sensuously boundperience. This
encourages interaction with the physical artwork that moves beyond the symbolic (not
immediatdy translatable intdhe conceptual sphere), plunging into the realm of the

material world within a mythical and performative context.

This shiftin perception, from the artistic intentionality and towards the issues of
reception, underscordbe dynamic, processual quality of materials, which can be
carried through to the viewer, either through material phenontiermaugheffectsthat
evoke a tanigple perception of them as made objects, or via the temporal immediacy of
the materiads physical and transient movement at the exhibition site. This contrasts
with thesixtiesandseventiesotion of demateriaded art where materials were largely
symbolc or representative, serving as mere conduits for conveying conceptual or
symbolic ideas, as articulated hycy Lippard andJohnChandler?® The artworks
explored in thisthesis provoke both physical responses and sensory experiences,

stemming from the dynamic relationship among the artistic matett@s;ontextual

%54 Lucy Lippardand John ChandlgiiThe Dematerialization oArt, Art internationall12.2
(1968): 3136.
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material conditionsbodily matter, and the subjective conditions of experience. By
delivering an intensive, taatil engagement and fostering a connectmath the
processual vitality of materials, these works collectively encourage a shift from
distanced, representational critique to embrachagtices of radical immanencéhis

shift challenges the foundational Gagsitan conceptdi c 0 gi t 0 amd ggestiorssu mo

the idea of the seBufficient, independent individual.

This reveals a growing receptiveneshoavthe affective agency of material effectively
diminishes subjective agency, steering art practices away frordetelimined
motivations. Inthe works analyse@bove it becomes evident that significance in art
does not derive solely from representatiorstéad, what holds importance is the way
thatart functions through affects and sensations, thamaterially. While these case
studies do possess a representational dayérich is often the focal point of
contemporary analysiswhere metaphysical intemations are derived, it is their
affective operations on a material level that truly define them as art. This perspective
allows for an expanded understanding of sthartworks, where accumulated
experiences fundamentally influence both the work and its meaning, rather than being

dismissed as incidental historical factors.

The character of the case studies in this thesis, therefore, is mseeniatic. The

works affect us both directly (on the material level) and indirectly (on the
representational level), though any distinction between these dimensions is inherently
temporary asthey are intertwined and amnstruct each other in a continuous state of
becoming.According to ElizabethGr o s z , art comes into being

detach itself and gain an autonomy from its creator and its perceiver, when something
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of the chaos from which it is drawn can breathe and have a life of its 6wt is

described abeigfiabout transforming the I|lived bod
unleashed force that transforms the body with the wot#ll t fosters fAmat
becomingg...] in which life folds over itself to embrace its contact with materiality, in

which each exchangesyme elements or particles with others to become more and

other. °®’ There are a lot of material processes involved in the operation of art, as well

as in its onteepistemology. The aesthetic encounters it offers are deeply entwined with
materiality. Hencgeto fully understand how art captivates us, we must adopt a
processual perspective on art, charasgdriby its continuous materiaémiotic

evolution.

By adopting &New Materiaist perspectivé whichdelves into the intricacies of objects
and theiinfluence on intersubjective connections while facilitating our interaction with
the environmer® we recogrse the materidb innate potential faimetamorphosi®®

or fimorphogenesi®,®*® shaping meanings and affects. Critics, includiig Lin

Ti anmi a tedisist scleokars, challenge the notion that conflict is the sole driver
of sociapolitical changeMany scholarly research studies on the trends or phenomena
of contemporary Chinese art tend to focus on the political and-soltioal rédevance

of art practices in terms of Western(ised) or global(ised) artistichistdrical, or
cultural influences in relation to its own indigenous natianddural and contemporary

identities. While this interpretative perspective already offers @lugbstmodernist

S5 Elizabeth A. GroszChaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Eéitw
York: ColumbiaUniversity Press, 2008), 7.
556 |hid., 22.
57 bid., 23.
558 Braidotti, firosthuman Humanities.
%59 Manuel DeLandantensive Science and Virtual Philosoghpndon; New York:
Continuum, 2002).
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and/or postcolonial points of view that have provided linguistic and anthropological
significance in conceptualising Chinese natiendtural identities associated with
contemporary Chinese art, under a mates@hiotic context, humanlegionships, and

social and political processes of contingent creation extend beyond simple dichotomies

of opposition and conflictMeaningful knowledge and potential critical inquiry arise

from perpetual productivity, distinct from purely representatitmalight, which tends

to reaffirmwhat isalready known. This approach gradualhweilsvarious dimensions

of the history, i f e, and societ blaaspect s
Project t he meanings ar e pr ovsploessoftproductiang h wo r k
through which embodied psychological experiences emerged within a particular
spatiotemporal framework is this embodied sensududound experiencgenerated

during the process of production within a particidpatiotemporaframework that

opens up the possibility of transforming the collectaurof production into an onto
epistemological, experiential, and sglffilling activity, through which potential

criticism of industrialsed production of commercial prodacexcessive consumption,

and themyths of CocaColaareevoked.

By studying specific instances of emergent, generative material being in art, as
examples ofheintra-active becoming ofiumarn nornrhumanassemblages and modes

of knowledgeproduction throulfy interrelations among different agenciedigns
closely with this thesis's fundamental aim. This aim revolves around the continuous
interplay or mutual shaping dfaterial ArtandNew Materiaist thought, encompassing
practices of doing, creating, sergirembodying, perceiving, thinking, and themry.

Such an approach facilitates processes of assimilationlifedentiation generating

operational methods that embrace diversity and otherness while maintaining a measure
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of selfreflexive detachment

Ultimately, what do thee case studies reveal about the significance of redirecting
contemporary Chinese art research towards the vitality and affectivity of materiality,

while emphasing the amorphous boundaries between humamantiumanentities?

How does this perspective enrich our living world, and in turn, how does it redefine the

role and existence of humans, or HAhuman r i
the notions of materiality and matessri al ag
of becoming, this thesis investigates how contemporary Chinegerkst especially

materiat and processulgl orientedones can advocate for the respect of the sovereignty

of northuman and morthanthuman nature beyond humaentric concerns. Eaabf

thestudy casgabovdranscends simple representation, embodying a facet of our bodily
embeddednessithin a perceptually coherent environmelhtis a primitive aspect of

our bond with the worldThey reveal that our responses to materialsthad | ngv i

ot h & and their responses todusire part of a reciprocal dialogue, one that defies

t he premi se of , @eminlingi gshdf the mdeterminasye and

unpredictability inherent in human actions and material transformations.

Non-humanand morethanhuman agenciéscentral themgof this inquinyd highlight

the perpetual novelty of matt@mdits capacity to elude our comprehension and control.

It subverts our attempts to define, categmrimeasure, and commodify, reminding us
that matter will alwgs transcend these humemnposed limits.We realise that our
encounters with the world are steeped in uncertainty. This uncertainty is not a caveat
but a fundamental characteristic of our existence, informing our ethics and ecagpolitics

as Alaimoarticulatesit, i wi t h i nchaaging kndscape of continuous interplay,
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intraacti on, emerYence and risk.o

By advocating for a reimagined engagement with the material world in art practices,
this thesis does not propose a passive resignationtesiadavhims but a reorientation

of our agency. In rgvorlding the hydrocommodsand ourselves we acknowledge

our participation in the making of worlds, yet concede that we do not hold dominion
over them. We are entangled in a vast aqueous network of gaharsagnificance a
network that defies complete understanding and invitaatasa state of continuous

discovery.

This research elevates the concept of entanglement over the illusion of separation; it

favours mutual interdependence over linear causaiityproposes a responsive-co
evolution with materials rather than the pt
By deliberately shifting the anthropocentric focuss thesis encourages contemporary

Chinese art practitioners, audiencasd reseatters to recogse the myriad material

worlds that exist largely independgnfromh u man demands or cl ai ms ¢
in this shift, humanity is not negated but invited to follow the trails we leave in the

material world, acknowledging that our unstanding of these pathways will always

be partial. In other words, this perspective does not diminish the importance of
advocating for human welfare and dignity; instead, it expands our ethical considerations

to include the complex interplay of human awod-humanforces that shape our shared

world.

The study herein does not call for abandoning action or foregoing the pursuit of

560 Alaimo, Bodily Natures?1.
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equitable access to material resourcesointemporary Chinesart practice. Instead,

it is an acknowledgment that the conceptoihuman ri ghtso i s not

)

human constructbut is deeply enmeshed with material realities, challenging the
dichotomy of subject versus object, human versarshuman nature versus culture. It

asserts that discourses and materials mytaeltreate one another. As Barad suggests,
f{d]iscursive practices are not speech acts, linguistic representations, or even linguistic
perfor Mammpeosr.taant |l y, fd[d]iscursive practice
stand in a relationship of extertaly t o one anothero; they are
the dynamics of intra ¢ t i 50> Mateyials like the water and silk studied in this

thesi® are not passive backdrops to human narratives; they are active participants in

the discourses that shape oeality. These discourses do not merely overlay an inert
materiality but emerge from a dynamic entanglement with it, shaping and being shaped

by the material world. In this sense, materials do not merely exist prior to the narratives

we construct; rathethese narratives and the material realities they engage with-are co
emergent, caonstitutive, and indivisible. Thus, this thesis casts a new light on our
interdependence with the material world through a series wtiartase studies,
reconsidering ouassumptions about agency, influence, and control, regogrthat

materials have their own trajectories, resistances, and agencies that challenge our

conventional understanding of HAhuman right.

In embracing thisNew Materiaist vision in the interpretion of art, we are invited to
reimagine our place in the world not as sovereigns over a passive nature but as

participants in a lively, interdependent existence. We are urged to consider how our

%lBarad, APosthuman Performativity, o 821.
62 Barad,Meeting the Universe Halfwag52.
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actions resonate within the material ecologies we inhiadwt, we are shaped by these
interactions, and how we might act with a deeper awareness of the profound
entanglements that constitute our living world. This is not a simple redefinition of
human roles and rights but a profound recalibration of our placenwttle vast,

unknowable, and evavolving material universe.
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Fig. 1. Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, lron and
Aluminium. Aluminium Buddha Part370 x 290 x 260 cmAsh Buddha Part: 350 x

480 x 290 cmHaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Fig. 2: Song DongWater Records2010, andraceless Stele2016. Installation

view, The Allue of Matter: Material Art from ChinaLos Angeles County Museum of
Art, 2019 2020. Photo courtesy of Museum Associates/LACMA.
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Fig. 3: Yang Jiechand.00 Layers of Ink1992. Painting. Ink on xuan pap&85 x 172

cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 4: Yang JiechandOne Hundred Miles Squaré¢d ], 1990. Painting. Ink, xuan

paper, gauze, Korean paper, 78 x78 cm. Photo courtesy of InkStudio, Beijing, China.
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Fig. 5: Yang Jiechan@,he Moon and the Sut991. Painting. Ink, gauze, xuan paper,
37 x 46 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 6: Yang Jiechang, Ladder to Heaven, 1992. Painting. Ink, xuan paper, gauze,
Korean paper, 193.4 x129.9 cm. Photo courtesy of InkStudio, Beijing, China.
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Fig. 7: Yang Jechang sitting on the floor at Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1989, surrounded

by his installation aMagiciens de la TerreEach painting: 420x280cm. Courtesy of
Fei Dawei.

Fig. 8: Yang Jiechand.00 Layers of Ink, No,11994. Paintingink and acrylic on aper

laid down on canvad70.2 x186.1 cmCourtesy of the artist.
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Fig. 9: Yang Jiechand.00Layers of Ink, N0.21994. Paintingink and acrylic on paper

laid down on canvad75.3 x186.1 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 10: Yang Jiechandl00 Layers of Ink, N0.31994. Paintinglnk and acrylic on
paper laid down on canvak70.2 x186.1 cmCourtesy of the artist.
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Fig. 11: Liang ShaojiChains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No.
79 (installation view), 20022007. Polyurethane, colophony, iron powder, silk, and

cocoonsDimensions variablePhoto courtesy of the artist and ShanghART Gallery.
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Fig. 12: Lin Tianmiao.The Proliferation of Thread Windingnstallation view), 1995.
Video & Installation. White cotton thread, rice paper, steel needles, bed, video player,

television monitor. Dimensions variable, open studio, Baofang Hutong 12#, Beijing.

Photo courtesy of Lin Tianmiao Studio.

Fig. 13: He XiangyuA Barrel of Dregs of Coc&ola, 2009. Installation. Coe&ola
resin, metal, and glass, 210 x 100 x 100 cm. Rubell Family Collection, Miami.
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Fig. 14: Zhang HuanTaipei Buddha2010.Sculptural installation. Ash and Aluminium.
350 x 360 x 340cm. MoCA TaiPei.

Fig. 15: Zhang HuanSydney Buddha2015. Sculptural installation Aluminium
Buddha Part: 370 x 290 x 260 cm; Ash Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 cm.
Carriageworks, Sydney, Australi
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Fig. 16: Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail. The ash Buddha sculpture before the
removal of its face cover), 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Alumidism.
Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 chtaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Fig. 17: Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail of thealuminiumBuddha mould), 2007.
Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminium. Aluminium Buddha F3af@ x 290

x 260 cm Haunch of Venison, Berlin.
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Fig. 18: Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail. Invited guests removing the supporting
iron), 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminivksh Buddha Part: 350 x

480 x 290 cmHaunch of Venison, Berlin. Invited guests removing the supporting iron.

Fig. 19: Zhang Huan65 Kilograms 1994. PerformancePhoto courtesy of Xing
Danwen.
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Fig 20: Zhang HuanGreat Leap Forward Canal Building 2007. Painting. Incense
ash. 286x1080cm. Photo courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 21: Zhang Huan.Pagoda 2009. Gray brick, steel, taxidermied pig.
244(height)x335(diameter) inches. Blum and Poe, Los Angeles.

Fig. 22: Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail of thealuminiumBuddha mould), 2007.
Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminium. Aluminium BuddlzatP370 x 290
x 260 cm Haunch of Venison, Berlin.
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Fig 23: Zhang Huarl.2 Square Meterd 994. Performance. Single channel video, 3min

2sec, documentation of a-#@inute performance

Fig. 24: Zhang HuarBerlin BuddhgDetaillWo r k er s 6 c¢ d@erl;mmBuddhg,t i on of
2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminium. Aluminium Buddha Bd@f:
x 290 x 260 cmAsh Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 cHaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Invited guests removing the supporting iron.
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Fig. 25: Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail of the head part of the ash Buddha
sculpture), 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminidsh Buddha Part:
350 x 480 x 290 cnHaunch of Venison, Berlin.

Fig. 26: Zhang HuanBerlin Buddha(Detail of tre middle and lower parts of the ash
Buddha sculpture), 2007. Sculptural Installation. Ash, Iron and Aluminiisin
Buddha Part: 350 x 480 x 290 chtaunch of Venison, Berlin.
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Fig. 27: Song DongWater RecordéDetail), 2010. Photo courtesy of the artist and Pace
Gallery.

Fig. 28: Song DongWater RecordéDetail), 2010. Photo courtesy of the artist and Pace
Gallery.
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Fig. 29: Song Dong.Frying Water( Vi deo Sti |l |l ), 1992. Vi deo

Courtesy thartist and Pace Gallery.

Fig. 30: Song DongSecret Divulging1995. Performance. Ban Shang Hu Tong, No.23,
Beijing, China.
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Fig. 31: Song DongStamping the Watefl996. A set of thirtysix chromogenic prints,
Photography, each: 61 x 40 c@ourtesy of the artist.

Fig. 32: Song Dong.Writing Diary With Water 1995. Chromogenic prints,
Photography, each: 44 x 64 cm. Courtesy of the artist.
44 x 64 cm. Courtesy of the artist.
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Fig. 33: Song DongBreathing(Part 1 and Part 2), 1996. Cotawmansparencies and

compact disc, each: 150 x226 cm. Courtesy of the artist.
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Fig. 34: Wang Xizhi. copy of théreface to the Poems Composed at the Orchid
Paviionn Tang Dynasty, written in fourth centu

Fig. 35: Song DongA Pot of Boiling Waterl995.12 photographs, gelatine silver print
on paper, each: 318 x483 mi@ourtesy of the artist.
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Fig. 36: Fan KuanTravelers Among Mountains and Streams ], Song

Dynasty (10th Century)Song Dynasty (Earl§1th Century). Painting. Hanging scroll;
ink on paper, 1033 x 2063 cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei.
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Fig. 37. Yang Jiechang in process of creation at the Centre Pompidou, Paris for the

exhibition ofMagiciens de la Terrel989 Courtesy of Fei Dawei
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Fig. 38. Huang Yong Ping.Theater of the Worldinstallation view), 1987/1993.
Installation. Wood and metal structure with warming lamps, electric cable, insects
(spiders, scorpions, crickets, cockroaches, black beetles, stick insects, centipedes),
lizards, toads, and snakes, 150 x 170 x 265 cm overall. Guggenheim Museum, New
York.

Fig. 39: Sun Yuan and Peng YDogs Which Cannot Touch Each Oth&003.
Performance. 8 Bull Terriers, 8 Running Machines Without Drive. Video. Courtesy of

Galleria Continua, San Gimignano, Beijing, Les Moulins, Habana.
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Fig. 40: Xu Bing.A Case Study of Transferen@®93/1994. Performance, mixed media

installation / Ink and live piggourtesy of the artist.

Fig. 41: Liang Shaoji.Chains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No.
79 (Detail), 2002 2007. InstallationPolyurethane, colophony, iron poer silk, and
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cocoonsPhoto courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 42: Liang Shaoji.Chains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No.
79 (Installation view at Wrightwood 659), 2002007. Installation.Polyurethane,
colophony, iron powder, silk, and cocoons. Dimensions variBbleto courtesy of the
artist and ShanghART Gallery.

374



Fig. 43: Liang ShaojiChains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series, No.
79 (Installation view), 20022007. Insallation.Polyurethane, colophony, iron powder,
silk, and cocoons. Dimensions variadRhoto courtesy of the artist and ShanghART

Gallery.

Fig. 44: Liang Shaoji.8 Series8, 2009. Installation, Video, Microscopes & Live

Silkworms. Photo courtesy of tlagtist.
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Fig. 45: Trays of live silkworms in Liang Shaoji's studio. Photo courtesy of the artist
and ShanghART Gallery.
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Fig. 46: Makingprocess oChains: The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Nature Series
i n Li an gtud®.hPhotojcourdesy of the artist.
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Fig. 47: Liang ShaojiNatural Series N0.251999.Photo & Video, 98.0 X 135.0 cm,
duration 5'36Photo courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 48: Lin Tianmiao.The Proliferation of Thread Windin{Detail of the video
demonstrating Lindéds endless thread binding

thread, rice paper, steel needles, bed, video player, television monitor. Dimensions
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variable, open studio, Baofang Hutong 12#, Beijingoto coursy of Lin Tianmiao
Studio.

Fig. 49: He XiangyuA Barrel of Dregs of Coc&ola(Detail), 2009Installation. Coca
Cola resin, metal, and glass, 210 x 100 x 100 cm. Rubell Family Collection, Miami.
Photo courtesy of Museusssociates/LACMA.

Fig. 50: He Xiangyu. Documentation of the makipgpcess ofCola Project 2009

2011. Photography. Irjet print on paper, dimensions variable. Photo courtesy of the

artist.
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Fig. 51: He Xiangyu. Documentation of the makipgpcess ofCola Project 2009

2011. Photography. Injet print on paper, dimensions variable. Photo courtesy of the
artist.

Fig. 52: He Xiangyu. Documentation of the makipgpcess ofCola Project 2009

2011. Photography. Injet print on paper, dimensions vari@bPhoto courtesy of the
artist.
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