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The art of Yan Xing is, you could say, highly attuned
to exhibitions and exhibitionism. In his work, dis-
play is what is most often at stake—its histories,
politics, and perversities. Perhaps this is connected
to the fact that over the course of his short, though
already densely packed career, Yan Xing is in the
unusual situation of having exhibited virtually every
work of art he has made. This has produced a rare
and peculiar form of visibility, whereby his studio
practice and exhibitions are almost inseparable.
Rather than the romantic conception of the artist’s
studio as a refuge from the world beyond, the two
realms are, for Yan Xing, porous or even overlaid.
As he once noted in an interview, “I must be one of
those ‘exhibition-type’ artists.”

The divergent histories of the modern exhibi-
tion form are woven through a number of Yan Xing’s
works. Tropes and tics are magnified, bringing into
focus the multifarious ways that exhibitions can
classify, as well as confuse, and elevate as much as
they exclude. Several of Yan Xing’s works and shows
to date have been titled in a way that seems either
archly typological, such as his exhibition Recent
Works (2013) at Galerie Urs Meile Beijing, or clas-
sificatory, as with his 2011 performance, Realism.
Around that time, several of Yan Xing’s works also
carried weighty, mock-academic titles: 7he History of
Reception, for example, or The History of Fugue (both
2012). These have the ring of a young artist with a
keen interest in the mechanisms of how histories
and canons are built, shifting between disdain and
a penetrating sense of himself and where he might
intervene.

Yan Xing studied oil painting at the Sichuan
Fine Arts Institute, before living in Beijing for
four years and then moving to Los Angeles in 2013.
Growing up, he has said, his influences—who range
from Pier Paolo Pasolini and Jean Cocteau to Eric
Rohmer and Edward Hopper—were American or
European. As Yan Xing once noted in an interview
with Hans Ulrich Obrist, “Most of the information
and materials I had were from the West.” Indeed, the
myriad ways in which culture is transmitted, how
it can become codified by museums or is instru-
mentalized by the state, seems to be what connects
a number of Yan Xing’s more recent works. Take,
for example, this apparently specific, yet highly
ambiguous title: Two Videos, Three Photographs, Several
Related Masterpieces, and American Art (2013). In these
black-and-white photos, made soon after Yan Xing

relocated to the United States, we see lithe men
assiduously replicating classical athletic poses—
that of an archer, a javelin-thrower, a shot-putter.
At first glance, “American art” here seems less a
national designation than a heroic, muscular style.

But that might be too hasty a reading. For one
thing, the men’s poses echo those found in Robert
Mapplethorpe’s classic and controversial Black Book
(1986), which Yan Xing first came across when he
was in middle school. This reference immediately
connects the works to the bitter years of the Culture
Wars, when a number of American art institutions
came under extreme pressure from the Republican
right and were even threatened with closure for dar-
ing to exhibit Mapplethorpe’s work. Not only was
the photographer a controversial figure, his work
became a litmus test for what actually constituted
“American” during the worst years of the AIDS
crisis. Yan Xing’s appropriation of Mapplethorpe
is doubly complex, given the range of quotations
already at play in the original Black Book. (It should
be noted that Yan Xing’s 2015 work, Tendon, also
appropriates the work of a controversial American
artist, in this case Carl Andre, who has a very differ-
ent sense of what bodily presence constitutes.) As
Douglas Crimp has argued, Mapplethorpe’s nudes
“appropriate the stylistics of prewar studio pho-
tography,” recalling the photographs of Man Ray,
Edward Weston, and Edward Steichen, but with one
crucial difference: “Mapplethorpe puts in the place
of Weston’s child the fully sexualized adult male
body.”! Crimp’s formative years as an art historian
were in New York in the late 1970s, a time of the
so-called Pictures Generation (a name that came
from the seminal exhibition he curated in 1977),
whose work focused on appropriation and the poli-
tics of representation. As Crimp’s friend and collab-
orator Craig Owens once wrote, representation “is
not—nor can it be—neutral; it is an act—indeed,
the founding act—of power in our culture.”

This observation cuts to the core of a number
of works by Yan Xing. In this example, we see a
young Chinese artist replacing Mapplethorpe’s
sexualized black bodies—themselves already quo-
tations of prewar photography—with still more
men. However, while Mapplethorpe’s models pose
against studio backdrops, Yan Xing’s pose in the
desert scrub, silhouetted against a cloudless sky.
This fact alone, returning to the “American art”
of Yan Xing’s title, has a particular valence, in that
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the setting would seem to run counter to much
American art of the twentieth century, which has
often gravitated towards the shadows. As Sarah K.
Rich recently wrote, “For the most part, American
artists have been denizens of the dark ... for much
of the past century the American avant-garde has
lurked in places where vitamin D is scarce: the
smoky bar and the speakeasy ... midnight piers,
Lower East Side squats, and other enjoyably
unwholesome spots.”* In Yan Xing’s series some-
thing else is brought to light: these black bodies
bear symbolic scars. What is being brought to light
here is not only a history of posing in American art,
but how bodies on display are irrevocably enmeshed
with areprehensible history of display and objectifi-
cation. When Yan Xing presented this work, as if to
emphasize how these histories of slavery and S&M,
patriotism and discrimination, pleasure and pain
arc imbricated, these photographs were shown near
a calfskin whip and a number of camphorwood dildo
sculptures, carefully placed on a titanium-coated
kick-plinth. These are, presumably, the “other mas-
terpieces” of the title. Even when Yan Xing’s work
moves toward darkness, visibility is all.

Lenin in 1918 (2013) concerns the state-spon-
sored avant-garde. We see a cube-within-a-cube (a
format that Yan Xing also made use of in Modern-
ist, Super-Modernist, 2012), with a large rectangular
aperture cut into one wall. The white cube—the
paradigmatic modernist space, which guarantees
its “neutrality” by affecting a removal from the
outside world—is refashioned as a shop window.
(This recalls another piece of Yan Xing’s from 2013,
titled Dirzy Art, which is based on Drug Store, Edward
Hopper’s 1927 painting of a pharmacy display.) Lenzn
in 1918 is, so far as exhibition design goes, a hybrid
space: we see plinths from different eras, while a
dado runs around the room. Nothing is quite as it
seems, or exactly “original”—whatever that might
mean in this hall of mirrors. We see anumber of all-
white versions of easily recognizable works, from
Malevich and Brancusi to Cézanne and Matisse.

Each constituent work is carefully listed on
museum-style signs, though one of the assembled
artists is not all that he seems. Little is known about
Theodor Hey, who was an early 20™"-century pho-
tographer, but Yan Xing appropriated Hey’s name
to produce a fictional character, rather than refer-
ring to the flesh-and-blood historical figure. Else-
where, look closely at one of the photographs, which

shows a wall of white bricks, and you notice that Yan
Xing’s name has been carved into one of the white
bricks. The artist has been literally inscribed into
this performative rendering of art history. On the
walls of this ersatz gallery space, photographs show
a shaved and muscled man set against a backdrop
of velvet curtains and Hellenic-styled pillars. The
sclf-awareness of these bodies and works is palpa-
ble. They are both on display and “making a display”
of themselves. Art history’s forms—from works to
exhibition furniture to museum tropes—become
travesties. This line of enquiry has affinities to
that of several of Yan Xing’s peers, such as Simon
Fujiwaraand Pablo Bronstein, who likewise pastiche
museological displays. As Bronstein has noted of the
baroque architectural motifs he deploys, “baroque
architecture is always about a viewer experience”—
that is, it knows that it is being viewed, it has no
shame. A similar hyper-awareness courses through
many of Yan Xing’s recent works.

Photographs of certain elements of Lenzn in 1918,
as well as its invocation of historical revolutionary
moments, resurface in Yan Xing’s new installation,
titled The Aesthetics of Resistance (2015).* As with his
earlier pieces, it concerns the intertwining of art,
politics,and patronage. The installation suggests the
partially decorated studio of an absent artist (who
may or may not have committed suicide). It comprises
a sparsely furnished studio with half-painted con-
crete walls, aroller-brush casually propped up. Ona
wooden table, stubbed-out cigarettes are in an ash-
tray next to black-and-white prints of faux-classical
sculptures, a harsh striplight suspended above.
Drawings of some El Lissitzky-esque abstractions
are pegged to aline, as though drying, while close by
some Constructivist-style posters also hang, embla-
zoned with “The Aesthetics of Resistance,” along
with the name “Vsevolod Meyerhold”. Meyerhold
(1874—1940) was a Soviet theater director and actor,
who grew up acting in Chekhov plays. With the
advent of the Russian Revolution in 1917, he became
an enthusiastic advocate of revolutionary theater
and founded a theater in Moscow soon after. A close
friend of both Sergei Eisenstein and Stanislavsky,
Meyerhold was critical of socialist realism and so
his avant-garde theatrical works came under intense
pressure during Stalin’s reforms and purges of the
early 1930s. He was arrested in 1938, and executed in
1940, yet was posthumously cleared of all charges in
1955, during the first years of the post-Stalin thaw.
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The work takes its title, The Aesthetics of Re-
ststance, from Peter Weiss’s three-volume historical
novel (1975—81), which charts the struggles of the
German Communist anti-Hitler networks. As
Fredric Jameson has remarked, this epic trilogy
“marks a powerful intervention in German histo-
riography ... this is a proletarian Bildungsroman, a
pedagogy of the subaltern.” Weiss’s first volume
opens in the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, with
this remarkable sentence: “All around us the bodies
rose out of the stone, crowded into groups, inter-
twined, or shattered into fragments, hinting at their
shapes with a torso, a propped-up arm, a burst hip,
a scabbed shard, always in warlike gestures, dodg-
ing, rebounding, attacking, shielding themselves,
stretched high or crooked, some of them snuffed
out, but with a freestanding, forward-pressing foot,
a twisted back, the contour of a calf harnessed into
asingle common motion.” As with Yan Xing’s work,
this passage establishes the exhibition as a space of
crisscrossing gazes, a taut back-and-forth between
spectators looking at bodies while they, in turn, are
also observed.

Yan Xing’s work, The Aesthetics of Resistance, was
presented as part of his exhibition 7hzef, which
explored the different senses of negativity and dif-
ferent forms of resistance. The show was a study of
sorts in both boldness and hesitancy, in the sense
that Yan Xing envisioned an artist who lacked the
confidence to exhibit his work in the normal way.
How might these works be displayed? To take a
striking example, one photograph in The Story of
Shame (2015)—which concerns a foot fetishist and
stocking thief—is partially hidden behind a wall, as
though shame-faced; another is anxiously propped
up. The work concerns a range of emotions, from
humiliation and cowardice, to shyness and dis-
grace. Itis about force and fetishism, discipline and
domination.

Yan Xing remarked to me that, before 2013, his
work was largely performative and he was himself
almost always present.® However, he has slowly
receded, being replaced by various fictional art-
ists or stand-ins. As Yan Xing suggested, starting
with Lenin in 1918, “there was no more me.” He has
come to prefer adopting fictional identities because
of the challenge that this artful subterfuge cre-
ates for his practice. As he said to me, “To build
a fake story doesn’t mean that everything has to
be fake.”
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Thief was populated with a number of different
avatars or proxies. For example, in the sixteen-min-
ute silent film Thief (2015), Yan Xing’s first-ever
color video, we are introduced to two characters:
a sharply dressed thief and a gymnast. The thief
wears a gray suit and white shirt, and we first
encounter him hiding in an entrance to an alley.
After amoment, he produces a small knife from his
suit pocket. Looking furtive, he seems to be wait-
ing for somebody; the thief continually scans the
street, while rehearsing a stabbing gesture. After
several minutes, he moves slowly toward the cam-
era, clutching the knife. A moment later, the film
cuts to the intense-looking face of another young
man. We have moved from the thief to the gym-
nast, who glowers with concentration. In slow-mo-
tion, his hands clap magnesium carbonate powder
and grip a pommel horse. He starts to spin around
the wooden horse, his body almost horizontal, a
counterpoint to the thief’s hunched pose. Where
the thiefis jittery, aggressive, and poised to attack,
the gymnast is calm and focused. While neither of
these men are played by Yan Xing himself, they are
Chinese and around his age. What might it mean
for the artist to be replaced by these two figures?
Is there a suggestion here that the figure of the
artist is always inextricably involved with robbery
and with performance? Or—to put it another way,
in art-historical terms—with appropriation and
exhibition?

In alater sequence, the thief and an accomplice
are squatting down. First cradling an oyster inasilk
napkin, he shucks it with a knife and feeds it to his
companion, who—shaking his head in disgust—
spits it out into his hand. The erotic implication
of spitting out this grey-white substance is clear.
This sexual reading is emphasized and complicated
by several cutaway shots of an actual horse, a third
protagonist of sorts, closely cropped and filmed ina
sunny field. The pommel horse has morphed into a
flesh-and-blood animal. First we see its sinewy legs,
then later its long penis. If the figures of the gym-
nast and thief suggest that the figure of the artist is
also involved with stealing, deception, and exertion,
the introduction of the horse suggests that virility
and desire are never very far away.

Arecurrent gesture in the film Thief is the strok-
ing of the neck. This echoes a photograph that
constitutes part of the neighboring installation,
Tendon (2015). Another of these black-and-white



images shows a man with his hand to his mouth—
whether in ignominy or anguish, it is difficult to
say. In another photograph, we see the man’s naked
torso; in another, his mouth is stuffed with a white
silk handkerchief. These are shown alongside a tiled
floor piece made of copper, or concrete and black
silica sand, which inevitably recalls the works that
Carl Andre began to produce in the early 1960s (just
as the poses of the black men in the accompanying
photographs refer to both Mapplethorpe and to Yan
Xing’s own Mapplethorpe-quoting Two Videos, Three
Photographs, Several Related Masterpieces, and American
Art, 2013). Placed on top of these tiles are various
found objects and silk products, another strand
connecting them to 7Thzef, and the handkerchief
of that video’s protagonist. However, not all of the
references are to American artists: one element of
Tendon is a small photograph of Yan Xing’s mother,
afashion designer who was a considerable influence
on the young artist. Other elements of the work,
titled Thief (Copper), are found—not in the gal-
lery, but hung unobtrusively on the building’s brick
facade. These three copper plaques are etched with
the title in Chinese, rendered in FangSong, one of
the standard typefaces of simplified Chinese. They
proclaim the title of the exhibition while hiding in
plain sight.” We are, it is clear, in a complex labyrinth
of references, reflections, and poses.

A thief and a gymnast. One profession concerns
furtiveness and visibility, the other physical prowess
and physicality; while the thief sticks to the shad-
ows, the acrobat is under the spotlight. Where does
the artist fit in? Darkness and light, the hidden and
the displayed—this is the dialectic that inflects all
of Yan Xing’s seductive exhibitionism.
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' Douglas Crimp, Melancholia and Moralism: Essays on AIDS and
Queer Politics (2002).

? Craig Owens, “Representation, Appropriation, and Power,”
in Bepond Recognition: Representation, Power and Culture (1994).

3 Sarah K.Rich, “BroughttoLight,” Ar#forum(September2015),
p. 350.

YanXing remarked to me that the work’s Chinese title carries
an ambiguity, in that it could mean either “the aesthetics of
resistance” or “resisting aesthetics.”

* Fredric Jameson, foreword to The Aesthetics of Resistance.

¢ Skype conversation with Yan Xing, September 25, 2015.

7 This installation recalls Yan Xing’s earlier work, Epzlogue
(2013), a video mounted outside the gallery, scrolling
through—character by individual character—the title of
the British artist Richard Hamilton’s seminal Pop collage,
Just What is it Thar Makes Today’s Homes so Different, so Appealing?
(1956).



