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“At the edge of the sky and the end of the sea, I 
look for someone who understands me,” a young 
man sings in Chinese. Dressed in a black-and-
white striped shirt beneath a leather vest, he 
stands before a whitewashed brick wall, his back 
to the audience. Having concluded his song, the 
protagonist segues into a lyrical monologue about 
what would seem to be his family history. Virtu-
ally motionless, he speaks for almost an hour; he 
laments the loss of his father. He recalls scenes 
of domestic violence and abuse, and examines his 
own sexual identity. The fact that we never see 
his face not only lends him an air of mystery, but 
it also creates a blank, a void, that sets the per-
former apart from his audience. This distancing 
effect prevents us from reading the scene before 
our eyes as an act of personal recollection—the 
presentation of an autobiographical account of an 
unhappy adolescence before invited witnesses, 
with the aspect of exhibitionism that this would 
inevitably imply. What we are watching, we realize, 
is an imagistic-poetic performance in the tradition 
of the tableau vivant.

Entitled DADDY Project (2011), the performance 
piece, an early work of the young Chinese artist 
Yan Xing (*1986, lives and works in Beijing and Los 
Angeles), already hints at a theatrical-performa-
tive artistic strategy that is characteristic of his 
evolving oeuvre. Yan Xing explores the construc-
tion and deconstruction of images. Following the 
French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, he anchors 
the construction of his figures in the subject, 
which he conceives in postmodernist terms as a 
“fragmented mosaic” rather than a unified whole. 
In his research, the artist draws inspiration from 
a wide range of disciplines, from art history and 
literature to politics and philosophy. For instance, 
in Lenin in 1918 (2013), a sort of peep-box installa-
tion, Yan combines adaptations of modern classics 
by artists including Brancusi (1876–1957), Mat-
isse (1869–1954), and Malevich (1879–1935) with 
his own works and black-and-white nude photo-
graphs of athletic bodies in an antiquated setting, 
prompting the viewer to ref lect on representation 
and canon-formation in art, but also on how com-
munist political systems exploit art for their own 
purposes. Trained as a painter at the Sichuan Fine 
Arts Institute, Chongqing, Yan has come to the 

attention of international audiences over the past 
two years with his performative-installational set-
tings, many of which distinctly resemble tableaux 
vivants.1 In terms of both its formal aesthetic and 
its content, DADDY Project, for example, would 
seem to be a “speaking tableau” rather than a clas-
sical performance in the tradition of 1960s and 
1970s Body Art, in which the artist as subject is 
central. The artist stays within a tightly circum-
scribed space; the only function of his body is as 
a medium for the transmission of a spoken text, 
and by turning his back to the audience, he draws 
a clear boundary. The piece undercuts the doc-
trine that performance art is about the exhibition 
of aliveness—compare this with the iconic perfor-
mances of Marina Abramović (1946– ), who dog-
gedly charts the limits of what her body can bear 
(and in so doing addresses the viewer directly). In 
that sense, Yan’s work is in step with a trend in 
the contemporary performance art of the past two 
decades, in which the focus has shifted away from 
the (suffering) body of the performer and toward 
the relational space and context of performance. 
Performance, in this context, is about the way the 
artist’s body animates, inhabits, or occupies this 
space—or, in many of Yan’s works such as Modern-
ist, Super-Modernist (2012), The Sex Comedy, or The 
Sweet Movie (both 2013), about the delegation of 
the element that constitutes the piece as an event 
or live presentation to other performing artists. 
In this regard, Yan’s practice bears resemblance to 
the work of the director of post-dramatic theater, 
which foregrounds not a classical dramatic text 
but instead post-dramatic theatrical signs such 
as parataxis, non-hierarchy, simultaneity, super-
abundance, or physical intensity. The artist’s two 
chief tasks, then, are selection and combination. 
Hal Foster describes the postmodern artist as a 
“manipulator of signs”; Victor Burgin calls him the 
“coordinator of existing forms” 2.

In the installation-performance, The Sweet 
Movie, which was shown as part of the Victor Pin-
chuk Foundation’s Future Generation Art Prize pres-
entation at the Palazzo Contarini Polignac during 
the 55th Venice Biennale, the viewer witnessed what 
looked like the set preparation for a pornographic 
movie shoot. The members of the film crew were 
absorbed in their various tasks: some were setting 
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up the lighting, others were arranging the décor, 
and there was even a naked actor lolling on the 
bed. The actual event, the shoot, never happened 
because there was no second performer. So this 
one narrative moment was repeated endlessly, with 
ever so slight variations, in a sort of permanent 
loop or performance à longue durée. The spectator 
found himself inside a moving tableau vivant.

Much has been written about how performance 
art has changed the role of the art consumer—
it is widely argued that the new medium affords 
him considerably greater opportunity to partic-
ipate and that such participation may even be an 
integral component of the work. In keeping with 
this trend, Yan Xing’s art involves the spectator 
with his physiological reality and multisensory 
receptivity; its primary appeal, however, is to his 
contemplative and ref lective faculties. Like the 
classical tableau vivant, which adopted a motif 
from an existing painting and transplanted it tel 
quel into real life, Yan’s piece brings an image to 
“life” with which the viewer is familiar. In the 
last few decades, the porn industry, a billion-dol-
lar business, has been the object of much media 
scrutiny, raising its public visibility. The spectacle 
of Yan’s tableau—which pointedly elides the “act” 
at its core—raises structural questions about the 
forms of production in the industry and the ways 
in which it resembles the production of art (espe-
cially in the context of a biennial), but also about 
the productivity and commercialization of sexu-
ality in our society.

In 18th and 19th century theater, the tableau vivant 
was used as a surprise effect designed to catch the 
audience’s attention, but also—and more impor-
tantly—to encourage ref lection. Denis Diderot 
pinpointed this function in his theory of the 
theater, writing that the theatrical tableau vivant 
resembled a painting on canvas whose composition 
was designed to achieve the effect of utmost fidel-
ity to reality. The arrangement of the elements, 
like that of the parts of a body, must be guided by 
a single salient aspect so as to capture a signifi-
cant moment of the action in which the charac-
ters’ future is focused on a single point.3 Freezing a 
moment of the action and disrupting the dramatic 
f low was thought to afford a pause for ref lection 
that would allow the spectator to review the action 

before the mind’s eye and consider its implications. 
The tableau becomes a blank that demands inter-
pretation. The concept of the blank was studied 
and defined by Wolfgang Iser and others around 
the late 1970s.4 Against the focus on the author 
and his text in earlier literary theory, Iser empha-
sized the crucial role of the reader, which scholars 
had largely neglected. In his poststructuralist per-
spective, the textual blank constitutes a moment of 
ref lection that initiates the text’s communication 
with the reader. This definition of the blank goes 
far beyond a simple elision or gap: The blank has 
an evocative power that creates room for program-
matic considerations. Yan Xing’s perpetual tableaux 
operate with the same dynamic. His arrangements 
of performers may also be read as schematic dis-
plays. Their bodies become the ‘site’ or ‘scene’ of a 
negotiation of power and an exploration of issues in 
the history and sociology of art, global economics, 
or biopolitics.

In his study of what he calls Theory of the Image 
Act (2010), the art historian Horst Bredekamp 
examines the ability of pictures to initiate or pro-
voke actions; one rubric in his typology of “picture 
acts” is the “schematic picture act.” 5 The general 
concept of the “picture act”—the echo of the term 
“speech act” highlights its performative nature—
is designed to bring out the characteristic agency 
of the picture (what critics frequently also call 
its “effect” or “impact”). In his definition of the 
“schematic picture act”, which is distinguished by 
the way the picture attains agency through com-
positions of bodies, Bredekamp, not accidentally, 
refers to the tableau vivant: “This return of the 
significance of the schema as the physical basis of 
cognition and behavior underlies the definition of 
the schematic picture act. It comprises pictures that 
yield paradigmatic effects by coming to life or 
simulating aliveness in immediate fashion.” 6 Bre-
dekamp goes on to argue that, “the different forms 
of the tableau vivant are variations on the attempt 
to undo the distance between artifact and human 
being through the use of human beings as pictorial 
media. The strength of the living image lies in its 
enabling the viewer to encounter his own self in 
his pictorial counterpart […] The amalgamation of 
picture and body aims at a schematic activation of 
the viewer effected by his intuitive identification, 
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which induces a particular sort of engagement with 
the contents and forms of the poses depicted.”7

The performers in Yan Xing’s art may be 
described as effect bodies the artist subtly 
“directs” in productions that simultaneously 
convey his views on society and politics. Many of 
his works may be read as part of a larger project 
revolving around the “concept of a market mech-
anism” that has played a growing role in debates 
in recent years. In his book The Will to Knowledge 
(1976), Michel Foucault introduces the concept of 
biopolitics or biopower 8 to describe the tendency 
of the modern state to assert ever more compre-
hensive control over the human body: The modern 
human subject becomes a problem in the systemic 
production of effects of power on bodies and lives. 
According to Foucault, this tendency first emerges 
in the 17th century as the focus of interest shifts 
from death to life: “One might say that the ancient 
right to take life or let live was replaced by a power 
to foster life or disallow it to the point of death.”9 

Biopolitics is a technology that harnesses life to 
increase production and promote even more life, 
to administrate and safeguard it—and ultimately 
exploit its economic potential. In light of the 
highly problematic regimentation of sexuality in 
Yan Xing’s native China, a perspective informed 
by the discourse of biopolitics uncovers another 
dimension in his work.

For the video installation Dirty Art (2013), Yan 
sets nine monitors in a camphor wood cabinet. 
The monitors, arranged as a block, show differ-
ent filmic tableaux vivants that add up to a kalei-
doscopic overall picture. Its dominant motif is 
the naked male body, often in homoerotic visual 
compositions—two male nudes shot from behind, 
a couple kissing passionately, a foot washing that 
(at least in this context) bears ambivalent erotic 
connotations. One film shows nothing but a pedes-
tal inscribed with the dates of the birth and death 
of Pier Paolo Pasolini (1922–1975), a film direc-
tor who frequently used the filmic tableau vivant 
as a stylistic device (consider the reenactment of 
Rosso Fiorentino’s Deposition from the Cross in La 
Ricotta, 1963). This panorama is complemented by 
a monitor on which only the Chinese character 
xie, meaning diarrhea, appears. Yan thus creates a 
complex semiotic system based on filmic tableaux 

vivants that lend themselves to interpretation in 
the framework of the discourse of biopolitics. In 
his evolving oeuvre, he devises a representation 
of various complex issues that carefully maintains 
an ambivalent stance between affirmation and cri-
tique in a subtle and thought-provoking form of 
role-play.

At the edge of the sky and the end of the sea, I look for 
someone who understands me.

Translated from the German by Gerrit Jackson
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1 Many of Yan Xing’s photographic works, such as Arty, Super-
Arty (2013) or the three in Two videos, three photographs, several 
related masterpieces, and American art (2013), are similarly tableau 
vivant-like. 

2 See Hal Foster, “Subversive Signs”, Art in America. no. 70 
(1982): 88–92; Victor Burgin, “Situational Aesthetics”, Studio 
International, no. 178 (1969): 118–21.

3 See Denis Diderot, “Entretiens sur Le fils naturel” [1757], in 
Œuvres, vol. 4, ed. Jacques-André Naigeon (Paris: Desray and 
Deterville, 1798), 113–238.

4 Wolfgang Iser (1926–2007) was a German scholar of English 
and comparative literature. His theory of the readers’ 
aesthetic response to literature explicates the view that the 
literary text is realized in the act of reading. Following Roman 
Ingarden (1893–1970), a Polish philosopher whose work was 
a major influence on the later aesthetics of reception, Iser 
examined what it means to read and developed the theory 
of the textual blank as well as the implicit reader, features 
through which texts enter into a dialogue with the reader: 
literature becomes communication. See Wolfgang Iser, The 
Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980).

5 Horst Bredekamp, Theorie des Bildakts (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 
2010), 48–56, 103–24.

6 Ibid., 104.
7 Ibid., 120.
8 See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1: An 

Introduction (London: Penguin, 1976). (The book was originally 
published in French as La volonté de savoir in 1976 and later 
reissued in English as The Will to Knowledge.) Foucault does not 
draw a rigorous distinction between biopower and biopolitics.

9 Ibid., 138.
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