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What You See is What | See

A History of Reception, the performance artwork that Yan Xing is presenting at this exhibition,

is a monologue that the artist performs according to his own painstakingly prepared script.

Through this performance, the artist will present a fabricated history. The script is based on a

roughly 30,000 word academic document. The artist uses his own literary practice to narrate,

as best as possible, the process of a potentially important artist’s formation of values, and to
s

recreate “his” works on the site. The performance is peppered with the “artist’s” respect and

skepticism about different periods of art history, and Yan’s own views are revealed throughout.

In Realism (2011), his previous work to focus on art history, he and the other performers he
planted in the audience performed a meticulously crafted script and actions that revolved
around a 3.5 meter high plaster statue in the realist style. The script was based on André Breton’s
Surrealist Manifesto, upon which Yan Xing left notes, writing his own ideas about the questions
raised by the manifesto. The performers on the scene expressed their doubts and affirmations of
the content of this manifesto while also interacting with the audience. Yan Xing played himself
in the performance, a professional artist sharing his thoughts and suggestions regarding this

statue, as well as his reflections on art history, with the performers and the audience.

In these two related works, the artist uses his own practice in an attempt to examine his
relationship with different discourses of authority and art historical narratives. As he is dissolving
their pressure on individual artistic practice, he is quietly erecting, within the construct, an
independent self-context. Realism invites performers and even the audience to participate as the
artist tosses himself into a context created by various true and false suggestions and judgments
for self-evaluation and exposition — though the artist appears within his own artwork with the
appearance of power, we can still see within this carefully constructed context the fragility of the
creator, his desire for affirmation and approval. But in A History of Reception, though Yan Xing
sits behind a desk full of academic airs as he unfolds his narrative for the audience, this setting
is actually more internalized; it is a dialogue between the artist and himself, and we as viewers
are merely fortunate voyeurs and listeners. In this artwork, Yan Xing is playing a game of truth
and falsehood. This fabricated artist is sometimes Yan Xing himself, and sometimes someone
who never existed. It is within this double identity that “he” expresses “his” own views and the
thoughts of the artist Yan Xing. The Yan Xing of Realism is introspective and complete, while
the Yan Xing of A History of Reception unfolds truly and falsely, an apparent allusion to the

existential essence of this animal that is the artist.

Su Wei
Translated by Jeff Crosby
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