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Hans Ulrich Obrist: It’s interesting, because we
started this conversation between London and
Beijing and now it’s a conversation taking place
between London and Los Angeles because in the
meantime you’ve moved. I just want to ask you what
prompted your move to L.A..

Yan Xing: I was born in Chongqing. I stayed in Bei-
jing for four years after I graduated from Sichuan
Fine Arts Institute. I've been working with many
excellent curators, art institutions and galleries,
but now I think it’s time for a change.

HUO: And also were there any specific triggers for
this move?

YX:I’'minlove. I've never thought of that, you know.

HUO: So to come back to the beginning, I'd like to
know how it all started. How did you get into art,
or how did art get into you?

YX: When I'was very young, I was influenced a lot
by my mother, a fashion designer. She encour-
aged myinterest in art when I was young. At home
we had lots of books on art and design. I learnt
a lot from them. Some of my mother’s friends
looked a bit Bohemian to people in China at that
time, who were mostly conservative. It was my
family that laid the foundation for my early inter-
estin art.

HUO: And can you tell me about your heroes or
those people who influenced you?

YX: Of course, it’s impossible for me to speak for
my generation as a whole, but I can say there aren’t
many individuals that can be called a hero and who
strongly influenced our generation. In my case,
I was very inspired by Pier Paolo Pasolini (1922—
1975), Eric Rohmer (1920—2010), Edward Hopper
(1882—1967), Jean Cocteau (1889-1963), Diego Vel-
asquez (1599-1660), and some others. I don’t know
if they can be called my “heroes” or even what
“hero” really means. I'm not sure.
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HUO: These are all people from the West. Did any-
one from China influence you?

YX: Very few. In terms of my exposure to the arts
and literature, all my role models are Western.
Most of the information and materials I had were
from the West. I don’t mean I don’t understand the
“Chinese experience”. I've never left this context.
Even for those who say they don’t understand the
“Chinese experience”, for sure they have some
knowledge about it. It’s only that I've never thought
about it.

HUO: What is the first work in your Catalogue
Raisonné?

YX: It should be They Are Not Here (2010).

HUO: Can you tell me about this work?

YX: Actually, it started with an exhibition invita-
tion. He Chi (1978—), an artist in Beijing, invited
me to an unconventional intervention proj-
ect. The artists were asked to choose their own
venue, so I chose ahotelin Beijing. Iinvited seven
actors, who were also my friends, to perform a
short play with me. Everyone had their own role.
I played an artist, but probably I wasn’t Yan Xing
then because I only had the abstract idea of an
artist then. During the performance I was taking
pictures with a camera. There was also a hidden
video camera recording all what was happening.
This project inspired a lot of my later work. T used
multimedia a lot later.

HUO: Where did you start your career as an exhib-
iting artist?

YX: A very good question. “Exhibition career” is
unique to contemporary artists. It’s only been four
years since I graduated and started my career as an
artist. I started by exhibiting and up until now I've
exhibited all my works. I’ll also be exhibiting all
the future projects I've envisaged. I must be one of
those “exhibition-type” artists.
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HUO: And can you tell me about your first exhibi-
tion?

YX: Strictly speaking, my first exhibition was Lzb-
eration—and its Relative Meaning, a group exhibition
curated by Liu Ding and Carol Yinghua Lu at Man-
chester Chinese Arts Center in 2010. They Are Not
Here, the work I just mentioned, was shown there.

HUO: It’s interesting that you formed a group and
started a movement in 2008 called “COMPANY”.
And it wasn’t really a movement with a mani-
festo as those historical avant-garde movements.
When we met for the first time in a Beijing taxi,
I remember you told me that you are most alive
when working within this kind of structure, so
I’'m interested to know more about what exactly
“COMPANY” was?

YX: In one way, every modern Chinese artist is
a “self-organized unit”. When I came to Beijing
after college in 2009, the world was caught up in
the financial crisis. The art market in China then
was almost totally reliant on the economy, and
so the contemporary art market in China almost
collapsed because of that crisis. Back then, even
the best-selling artists were finding it very diffi-
cult to sell their art, let alone young art gradu-
ates in Beijing like us. If you just waited around for
opportunities to come to you, you would never have
an exhibition. So, I got together with my friends
Chen Zhou (1987— ) and Li Ming (1986— ), as well
as Li Ran (1986— ), my classmate for four years
and started a “group” to make our own plans and
create opportunities. It was our “COMPANY”. We
encouraged each other to go out there and make it
as professional artists.

HUO: So how did the group “COMPANY” evolve?

YX: Weall agreed that it was not an organization per
scin the beginning. We did some projects together,
and it still exists, once in a while we may get an
ideaand do something together. But we all have our
own plans now and so we haven’t been doing much
together recently. I don’t know what will happen to
it in the future.
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HUO: What would you consider to be your epiphany
for this exhibition?

YX: Actually, my career follows my life. For exam-
ple, when I became an artist, I'd never left China.
Then I was invited to overseas art events and so I
left China. Art helps me to grow.

There have been few surprising changes in my
life. The art and literature I was exposed to as a child
did not give me that kind of “Wow!” feeling. 'm a
fairly cautious person. I analyze everything carefully
before absorbing it. It’s a relatively slow process.
But DADDY Project (2011) is an exception. It was my
first self-performance art and it led to a series of
exhibitions. Now it may seem that I could have made
it richer, but at the time it opened a lot of doors for
me and elevated my profile. It really was a blessing
for me.

HUO: You consider DADDY Pryject to be a key
piece in your portfolio. You said earlier that in
the beginning, your mother, who was a fashion
designer and who brought you up, was a big influ-
ence on you. You also talked about the absence
of a father. Could you talk a little bit about this
in relation to DADDY Project and what prompted
this piece?

YX: I think my works are mixed up with my experi-
ences in life. Of course, many artists use their lives
in this way. Because of love, I am going to live in
another country and continue making art. My art is
fed by my blood, my family and all those influences
from my family.

The absence of a father did have great impact on
me. There has never been a father in my life, which
might explain why I cannot tolerate authority.
There was never any power figure strong enough
to discipline me, so I never felt fear. Even so, I
don’t think it had such a great impact on me. I was
shaped gradually—slowly to the extent that there
was no chance for myself to make radical changes
to myself. I grew up in a Chinese environment, but
Idon’t think such an environment can significantly
change people. I grew up within a Communist sys-
tem, but I am not Communist. Is that good luck
or not?
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HUO: I was wondering if you can tell me about the
shows you held before this new one at Galerie Urs
Meile? How did one thing lead to the next?

YX:Ihad my first solo at Galerie Urs Meile in 2011.
The most important work in that was REALISM
(2011). I studied Andre Breton’s (1896—1966) Surre-
alist Manifesto (1924) and used some of the material
from thatin a piece of performance art. There were
also other media.

That show was held two years ago, but it’s still
relevant to the work I am doing now. Many of my
works are born out of history. I also made up some
“realistic but not necessarily real” evidence to
shape a new world. Part of REALISM is contrived:
that was based on my own experience of art lan-
guage rather than the world we are living in.

HUO: In the 1990s, the art world was focused on
the moving image. I had a phone conversation
with Matthew Barney (1967— ) on January 1°, 2000.
Mathew talked about this desire for a “live expe-
rience” and that is something which has become
much more prominent and much more visible in
the art world since.

YX: This “live” aspect you are talking about also
happens to be something I am trying to reflect on
and control. The “live performance” in REALISM
was obvious, but there is not as much of this in my
new work. I often think about how to define “per-
formance”, and whether it takes place inside or out-
side the gallery.

For Arty, Super-Arty (2013), I chose Wang Xingwei
(1969—) and Xie Nanxing (1970— ), two important
Chinese artists who were greatly influenced by
Edward Hopper (1882—1967), to be the perform-
ers. The link between genuine art and the art on
a theoretical level really fascinates me. It tells me
how to perform and how to approach what should
be included in art.

Anartist has his own unique understanding of
small details, and for alarge part, there is not alot
of difference, which is the current trend of artis-
tic development. Art evolves slowly. It is some-
thing about “being slow”. When you are among
different artists or look at one artist from differ-
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ent time periods, you’ll see that change comes
rather slowly.

HUO: Let’s talk about the works you did for Fuzure
Generation Art Prize at the Victor Pinchuk Foun-
dation. They are two performance pieces, which I
both saw, one in Kiev and the other one in Venice.
Basically both pieces are based on the idea of what
Gilbert & George called the “living sculpture”. In
Kiev, the scene you created is viewed behind glass.
There was a protagonist, maybe we should call him,
aperformer, and he was reading and there was also
aserpent. I had a feeling that it was about slowness.
While the performance in Venice was very differ-
ent. We should say that the visitors were not there
yet when the performance started.

YX: In every one of my works I try to be faithful
to the small details —to make them believable and
real. In Modernist, Super-Modernist (2012), everything
had a stable form, whereas The Sweet Movie (2013)
was limited by the exhibition space, or we’d better
call it the “background”. It was the only choice I
had. Media, materials and techniques are not a hin-
drance, because I can work around them. In China
there are alot of resources to help us turn our ideas
into reality. These two works are different, but you
can still detect my mark in them.

In Modernist, Super-Modernist, Hemingway (1899—
1961) plays a key role that determines the overall
feel of the work. The Sweet Movie paid homage to the
French movie director Catherine Breillat (1948—),
a staunch feminist. This is how I re-decomposed,
re-analyzed, re-recognized and re-organized
“materials for art” in my experience.

HUO: In Venice your show was censored and was
banned after a few days. Can you talk a little bit
about what prompted this censorship and also
about this piece, because I think you brought in
some actors before the opening?

YX: The palace (the venue of the show) belonged to
the Catholic Church, which was already protesting
well before the show started. Actually, I struggled
with them right from the very beginning. Bjorn
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Geldhof, the curator of Pinchuk, had been talking
with those in charge and in the end we decided that
the work had to be presented as a whole, at least at
the opening. I was not very optimistic. I don’t think
censorship is an ugly word, I should say. This word
can mean resistance. Evenifthere had been no reli-
gious censorship, there might have been political
censorship, or gender censorship. More broadly
speaking, there might have been quality censor-
ship. And so it’s inevitable there will be problems.
Many of my friends were really interested in this
piece and they tried every means to persuade the
organizer to present this work again. I really appre-
ciate what they did.

I'm not brave enough to struggle or resist. I
also have doubts about the way my fellow artists in
China struggle and resist today. What I mean to say
is that I'm skeptical of the praise one gets for these
kinds of struggles and resistance. The artist’s job is
to explore the language of art, a lofty goal in every
sense. In China, I didn’t talk much about the cen-
sorship of my work because I didn’t want to focus
on any discussion about “censorship”. Neither did I
expect the censorship to add to the interpretation
of my work. I usually start to think about my next
work even when I'm working on something. This
is my job.

HUO: Now the time has come to talk about your
recent show, the exhibition which has just finished.
It involved many different stages and I suppose all
these parts matter. The opening, the exhibition
design, and of course, how it was run, all different
stages, the party before and after, all of these parts
seem to be elements of the exhibition itself. I'm very
interested in how you understand the notion of the
“Gesamtkunstwerk”.

YX: My original goal was to return to an exhibition
without a “theme”, called Recent Works; this is really
what has been on my mind recently. I really want
to have a “normal exhibition” within the scope of
my own ability. There never seems to be a lack of
avant-garde or weird exhibitions—they are likely
good but I've just lost interest in all that. I agree
with what you said about Wagner’s ideas. Of course
there is still a long way to go before I get to his age.
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I agree with what you said about the transition
of “participation”. I'm cutting down the audience’s
opportunities to “participate”. I want to restrain
myself and to make precise references. I don’t want
to be disturbed by such a limited notion of “live”.

The exhibition you mentioned consisted of four
parts, and there was a minor work at the entrance.
I carefully planned the size and structure of each
project and spent a long time making plans for the
space, including the visitors’ route.

HUO: At the opening of the exhibition, there was a
monitor, a T'V actually in the courtyard, that was a
homage to my friend Richard Hamilton (1922-2011)
who died the year before last year at the age of 89.
He was a great English pioneer. He famously said:
“Just what it is that makes today’s homes so differ-
ent, so appealing?” Can you talk a little bit about
this and the role of that courtyard piece?

YX:Ilike your question; many people missed it.

HUO: It was an unexpected fifth element. The
press release just talked about four elements and
so it was almost like a surprise.

YX: It’s called Epilogue (2013). I placed it at the
entrance to the building but many people missed
it. It embodies what I think about modern exhibi-
tions. “Just what it is that makes today’s homes so
different, so appealing?” You could repeat it again.
Was it about art? It was shown on the big screen at a
private party after the opening. And this question
can be extended to other areas as well.

HUO: The exhibition started with the videos that
you called Dizrzy Art (2013). You mentioned that they
were inspired by Edward Hopper. They were basi-
cally short videos, which are looped, involving dif-
ferent forms and situations. So I am wondering if
you could talk about these and the overall concept
of the piece?

YX: This work is a continuation of one of my works
last year, Arzy, Super-Arty (2013). I was fascinated by
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Edward Hopper and I wanted to go even further. I
managed to do a totally new work that was based
on his structure but one that could be described
generally as “inspired by.”

HUO: Yes, absolutely. I saw the clips, they are dif-
ferent situations. It’s a whole series, and they were
combined. Can you tell me about this tableau?

YX: Hopper’s work has a shop window with anti-
diarrheal ads. It has absolute modern significance.
My videos on sex and filth expose the Chinese
mentality towards what is disgusting and dirty. It
is about what is dirty, and it is also about hesitation
and tolerance.

Take the spittoon for example. It is for peeing
in, while the aristocracy also used it to hold spit
mouthwash, and it is also for sputum. In Farewell,
My Concubine (1993), Eunuch Zhang put Xiaodou-
zi’s urine in the spittoon before he sodomized the
boy. Here the spittoon represents sex. There are
rich implications. I don’t want to dwell on cultural
diversities, since that is the concern of those doing
cultural research. But every concept is rooted in
its own culture and these images are put together
as a vocabulary.

The Chinese have their own understanding of
what constitutes filth. They enjoy it and despise
it. If two men wash each other’s feet, that implies
sexual politics and also enslavement. So it could
mean anything from dirt to luxury.

HUO: Another thing I want to ask you on the exhi-
bition is about Lenzn in 1918 (2013). It has been 100
years from 1913 to 2013. Florian Illies (1971— ) wrote
a book called 1913: The Year before the Storm (2013),
where he looked at literature, music and art and
those extremes explored in 1913, the world was on
the cusp of a World War. But you didn’t choose 1913,
you chose 1918. In Lenin in 1918, there are all these
cultures, which you recreate, which you appropri-
ate, in order to represent 1918, not 1913. But you
also bring in Constantin Brincusi (1876—1957),
Aristide Maillol (1861—1944), and many other artists
of that time. So can you tell me why 1918 and how
does it all connect?
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YX: In fact, this work was named after a Russian
film called Lenn in 1918 (1939). It is about the civil
war after the October Revolution. I chose this
theme long ago, and it is connected to my imagina-
tion like a tenon and mortise joint.

This work gave me a chance to return to some-

thing I had always dreamed of: the specific layout
and the structure of a work. It’s like a Velasquez
drawing of a horse: How does one get a real horse?
What are its colors, what is its composition, etc.?
This fascinated me. It took me a lot of time to ana-
lyze all the materials, but this is probably just my
way. ’'m very cautious about the key tone I set before
starting any piece of work. This work, for example,
is certainly connected to politics, but I studied alot
of materials and alot of other works and T had no way
to know what they were referring to, all belonged
to that specific period. The colors I chose for the
space, the layout, including the details and my tech-
niques went all the way back to Lenin’s time.
For instance, the three balls on the round table
came from Constantin Brincusi (1876—1957), the
painting on the right wall was Cezanne’s (1839—
1906) Three Pears (1879), the painting on another
wall was from Henri Matisse’s (1869—1954) Game of
Bowls (1908)... These real images were refined and
reconstructed to represent our life. It is about our
psychology after our modernist patricide for prog-
ress and our understanding of legacy... It is a spir-
itual production, so to speak. This art production
became more appealing because of the countless
trials over numbers, materials, and arrangement.

HUO: Now another aspect of the exhibition is 7he
Collectress (2013) based on the idea of following a par-
ticular painter. You started as a painter and then
moved on. You connect here to painting by follow-
ing the artist Duan Jianyu (1972— ) which brings
you to the countryside, villages, and nature. Rem
Koolhaas talked to me earlier about how he thinks
“the future is the countryside.”

YX: Duan Jianyu is absorbed with matters of the
countryside, but it is hard to define her “country-
side”. Something she said did strike me though.
She said: “Go home. There’s nowhere like home!
A wandering soul belongs neither to the city nor
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to the countryside.” I have never made any art that
focuses on the countryside. In this work, there are
three groups of seven paintings depicting life in
the countryside. Actually, what’s most interesting
about Duan Jianyu’s work is that she’s never been
to these places: it’s all in her imagination. She’s an
imaginative artist. I set off on a trip lured by the
false reality depicted in her work. I don’t highlight
this kind of reality in my work. For example, the
stone seat, the broom-like pot cleaners, are all ordi-
nary countryside objects in Duan’s work. They are
at odds with my own aesthetic sense, but I tried to
integrate it into my own work, including the color
of green walls and the ordered layout, in order to be
closer to the “modern” material world.

What’s interesting is that I actually invited her
to the opening ceremony of the exhibition. I bought
her first-class air tickets, booked a five-star hotel,
and provided her with her own personal transport.
She came to a solo exhibition based on her origi-
nal work. Like a collector at an art event, you never
know who actually collect those works in the end. I
wanted the real action to become part of the back-
ground. I hope such details could be found out in
the future when someone is reading our conversa-
tion today.

HUO: My last question is about Two videos, three pho-
tographs, several masterpieces, and American art (2013).
After you move to Los Angeles, you will see that
American art has many different elements. Canyou
tell me about this piece?

YX: This has no directbearing on whether I'm going
to Los Angeles or not, but artists and their works
become a syncretic whole. The people of color in
my work have nothing to do with racial problems
in the political sense. I expected images of black
people as well as sexual torture to provoke simple
associations. The term American in this work is not
ageographical term but a distilled tragedy of vocab-
ulary. You may call it a country, a kind of mentality,
but it is more like a truth after hard labor.

I also wanted to talk about how to view a “mas-
terpiece”, including the relationship between art
and masterpieces, but I couldn’t explain it clearly
and I’'m sorry. Even so, I'm fairly happy with the
composition and the production here.
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HUO: Inaninterview with Blouin Artinfo, you said:
“I used to think like this, but now I think that an
artist’s origins cannot be avoided. This exhibition is
the first time that a large number of ‘Chinese’ ele-
ments have appeared in my work, but they are not
Chinese elements in the traditional sense. I want
my work to face today’s mixed up world head-on.” I
want to end with this conversation with Felix Gon-
zalez-Torres (1957-1996) with whom I used to talked
alotin the 1990s. I was wondering if Felix has ever
been an inspiration to your work. Have you referred
to any of his works? Felix was talking a lot about the
fact that his work has a lot to do with freedom in
America, his desire for freedom. So I am wondering
ifyou would agree that your work has alot to do with
the desire for freedom, desire for freedom maybe in
Chinaor adesire for freedom in the world. Felix was
often talking to me in my interviews with him about
oppressive dimensions he had found in American
society. He once told me in an interview about the
case of Bowers V. Hardwick in 1986, in which the
Supreme Court decided that gay men have no right
of privacy and that the state could go into bedrooms
and penalize men for having sex with each other.
And so Felix often dwelled on these topics in his
work, this fight for freedom in those areas that he
considered were very oppressive in America. He
thought the role of the artist was something like
the role of the spy. He told me that he wanted tobe a
spy, he wanted to look like someone else so he could
infiltrate; he could become a virus. The virusis our
worst enemy, but can also be amodel in terms of not
just opposing and not being easy to define. He said
these ideological institutions are always going to be
there and are always replicating themselves. If we
are going in as a virus, we would have to replicate
ourselves together with these institutions. And so
looking at the very specific context in America in
which Felix works, he said he did not necessarily
only be part of the opposition but he wanted to be
like a virus to infiltrate the system. I want to ask
you, is China, similar to how Felix found America
during his lifetime, in other words oppressive?

YX: Felix Gonzalez-Torres is an example for me,
and he has enduring influence on the world of art.

I have the following things to say on freedom
and struggle. Firstly, I'm aggressive. To struggle



against the system will consume all of my energy,
which is something I don’t want. So I want to fight
for freedom in a more abstract way, but that does
not necessarily mean that my way is more advanced
or better, but more adapted to the rigid rules of art.
Secondly, everyone is struggling with the system in
China, but the way they struggle is backwards and
ignorant. Since ancient times, China has been ruled
by uncivilized and clumsy new regimes, each new
one bringing down the old one. Thirdly, all human
beings aspire to have free will; it is our fundamental
struggle, and there’s no need to focus on this. You
don’t have to sacrifice yourself to struggle. This
would mean downright terrorism. I choose to be
anartist because I do not want to sacrifice myself to
reality. I want to build another self, amore complete
and richer one, instead.

I'was educated in China, but I don’t think I have
been greatly affected by the educational system. I
believe the human race has higher pursuits in terms
of mind and intellect.

It is always sad when a country fails, but if we
ascribe an individual’s failure to that of a country,
thatwould be aworse tragedy. When I'm dissatisfied,
I am likely not to blame the country or the system.

Consecutive interpretation: Lothar von Falkenhausen
Translated from the Chinese by Benedict Armour &
Dinah Gardner
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