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鄢醒 Some Words on Yan Xing’s Art Practice

“Is it really so sad and dangerous to be fed 
up with seeing with your eyes, breathing 
with your lungs, swallowing with your 
mouth, talking with your tongue, thinking 
with your brain, having an anus and lar-
ynx, head and legs? Why not walk on your 
head, sing with your sinuses, see through 
your skin, breathe with your belly: the sim-
ple Thing, the Entity, the full Body, the 
stationary Voyage, Anorexia, cutaneous 
Vision, Yoga, Krishna, Love, Experimen-
tation. Where psychoanalysis says, ‘Stop, 
find your self again,’ we should say instead, 
‘Let’s go further still, we haven’t found our 
BwO (Body Without Organs) yet, we haven’t 
sufficiently dismantled our self ’.” 1

— Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia

The Many-Headed Hydra (2001), co-authored by 
historians Marcus Rediker and Peter Linebaugh, 
describes in detail the history of the slave trade 
across the Atlantic Ocean. The global industry 
brought together laborers from different back-
grounds, regions, races and classes. Trade ships 
transported motley crews between the ports of 
Europe, America, Africa and Asia. Though formed 
involuntarily by a coercive force, these temporary 
communities expressed a spirit of cosmopolitanism 
that went beyond national boundaries and promised 
a global humanitarian message.2 Political philoso-
pher Susan Buck-Morss points out that the history 
of these hybrid communities and their nascent cos-
mopolitanism reflects “the concept of porosity”. 
The concept of porosity indicates a condition that 
constantly disassociates itself from universal history, 
totality and collective memory. It does not refer to 
the coexistence of multiple cultures, nor does it 
define a specific kind of cultural form (such as West-
ern culture, Oriental culture, etc). Rather, it traces 
the borders of the existing world order, punctures 
and perforates them, exposing the fictions imbed-
ded in history writing and knowledge production. 
Porosity calls for a canceling of the center–periphery 

relationship and rescues the events and information 
from history’s amnesia. 

The concept of porosity echoes with Yan 
Xing’s artistic pursuit. His practice and think-
ing, on the one hand, search, identify and capture 
the holes and apertures that linger in different 
spaces and times; on the other hand, continuously 
puncture the viscous context that is composed of 
the illusions and realities of our daily experience. 

Yan Xing’s practice demonstrates a diverse 
interest in media, references, ideas, forms and 
materials. Yet, he defies an over-simplified jux-
taposition of these resources drawn from differ-
ent cultures, regions and historical moments. 
Yan rejects, in the first place, the surgical divi-
sion of culture, place and time. Although one’s 
existence has already been violently torn into 
blood and fresh, the ambiguous state of the “near 
death” and of the incomplete dismemberment of 
the body promises a potentially mutated rebirth. 
In Yan Xing’s work, the creative acts of appro-
priating, imitating, reproducing, reconstructing 
and re-positioning constitute not only a physical 
but also a bio-chemical process. If the 18th cen-
tury trade ship can be considered as the womb 
for a prototype of cosmopolitanism, cultural pro-
duction today is undoubtedly being inf luenced 
by another kind of “cosmopolitanism” born out 
of the Netizen phenomenon. The Internet, with 
its openness and democratic characteristics, has 
liberated research and information sharing from 
the transitional knowledge system’s static struc-
ture. It has brought information back to its prim-
itive state, as dots and points, disintegrated from 
pre-constructed line, surface and volume. Reor-
ganization is now possible. The issues that we face 
today are not about the authors, their deaths, the 
end of art history or the end of anything. After 
all, postmodernism’s proclamation on the death 
of the author is a futile argument, as it is a false 
proposition to single out modernism’s discourse 
on authorship in the first place. 

I

The title of Yan Xing’s recent work, Two vid-
eos, three photographs, several related masterpieces, and   
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American art (2013), contains an intriguing para-
dox. The title alludes to the common practice of 
categorizing and interpreting an artwork by its 
medium, place in art history, region and iden-
tity, which constitutes the guiding principle of 
art history writing. Seemingly promising, the 
title of Yan Xing’s work actually does not provide 
any substantial information. It mirrors the fact 
of the constrained knowledge framework, which 
reduces the richness of art practices into a series 
of abstract definitions, terms and concepts. 

In Two videos, three photographs, several related mas-
terpieces, and American art, photographs of naked 
black men and the term “American Art” in the 
title remind the viewers of the practice and stories 
of the controversial artist Robert Mapplethorpe. 
Mapplethorpe’s 1986 Black Book features a series of 
homoerotic, black-and-white nude photographs. 
The artist’s use of black models sparked a great deal 
of criticism and debate, which resulted in his works 
being labeled racist by some critics. While con-
troversy over Mapplethorpe’s photographs raged 
during the American culture wars of the 1980s and 
1990s, his exhibitions were also frequently cen-
sored, closed, and reviewed as important cases on 
cultural censorship in the United States.3 But in 
the work of Two videos, three photographs, several related 
masterpieces, and American art, Mapplethorpe’s leg-
end is only one of many clues. Viewers would soon 
discover that classical symbols from art history are 
also borrowed, in particular, a representative work 
of physical strength and beauty from the ancient 
Greek period: Myron’s Discobolus. Yan subsequently 
expands the roles of the black models from the disc 
thrower to archer, shot putter, and spear bearer, 
which don’t have corresponding representations 
in the great Greek art. But instead, such puzzling 
multi-references actually correspond with the 
different critiques on Mapplethorpe’s work. Crit-
ics argue that the artist has reduced black men to 
objects in front of his camera and the viewers’ gaze. 
Although Mapplethorpe’s representation of the 
beauty of the black man challenges the widespread 
discrimination against the black body as something 
ugly, his photographs also conform with racial ste-
reotypes. Mapplethorpe’s photographs reinforce 
a particular fetish, held by some white men who 
fantasize the black man as their “alter ego,” the 

“Sexual Other” with “perfect and exotic” genitals.4 
On the other end of the spectrum, supporters of 
Mapplethorpe’s work state that the Black Book does 
not stress issues of sexuality and race; rather, it 
simply expresses Mapplethorpe’s pursuit of beauty. 
Unable to work like the artists in ancient Greece, 
who created idealized bodies by borrowing the 
perfect hands, legs or faces from different models, 
Mapplethorpe has to find a perfect model5 for his 
photographs. What he is looking for is a kind of pure 
Platonic ideal. Yan Xing merges both of the inter-
pretations of Mapplethorpe’s Black Book mentioned 
above, creating a synthesis of a Platonic version of 
black beauty and a black version of Platonic beauty. 

As a matter of fact, Yan Xing’s work does 
not necessarily center on the contents of these 
arguments or the justification of those interpre-
tations; more importantly, it explores the devel-
opment, distribution, transformation, extension 
and dissemination of the interpretations of art, 
and how these interpretations construct our art 
history experience. Foucault writes in The Order 
of Things (1966): 

“The function proper to knowledge is not 
seeing or demonstrating; it is interpreting…
none of these forms of discourse is required 
to justify its claim to be expressing a truth 
before it is interpreted.” 6

According to Michel Foucault, language is 
infinite; it continually develops, renews, and 
reproduces. Commentary, as a form of language, 
is a continual process that never reaches com-
pletion. Following this vein of thought, it is the 
interaction between an art image and its inter-
pretation that makes it possible for art to produce 
knowledge. 

Two videos, three photographs, several related master-
pieces, and American art can be considered as a par-
ody, where Yan Xing refers to American Art as an 
abstracted and generalized art experience. Amer-
ica, as an immigrant nation, has been struggling 
with the issue of racism throughout its history. The 
rise of the feminist and homosexual movements in 
the 20th century introduced the issue of gender dis-
crimination into the narratives of identity politics. 
Although American culture promotes multicultur-
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alism and multi-value systems, the interests of the 
so-called minorities are often sacrificed if they are 
in conflict with the political and economic agenda 
of the privileged white community. Cultural prej-
udices produced by racial and gender discrimina-
tion never cease in our everyday lives. In addition, 
the formation of American culture is itself a clas-
sic example of cultural appropriation. Underneath 
America’s proclaimed tolerance of diversity lies a 
kind of cultural cannibalism.7 When different cul-
tures are absorbed by the mainstream American 
culture, they are completely digested without being 
credited, turning into something that the Ameri-
cans would claim as their originalities. In order to 
hide these lies, a power structure is created, one 
that positions different cultures in a binary hier-
archy of advantage and disadvantage. All these 
have inspired Yan Xing’s exploration of his kind of 
American experience.

II

“Body without Organs” (BwO) is one of Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s prominent philo-
sophical concepts. It compares the structure of 
a society to a body, and the body’s various organs 
are equivalent to the different parts in a society. 
Through defining the function and responsibil-
ities of each organ, society perpetuates a struc-
ture that creates divisions of class, principles and 
moral standards. In A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, Deleuze and Guattari quote a 
passage from Naked Lunch (1959) by legendary Beat 
generation writer William Burroughs:

“The human body is scandalously inefficient. 
Instead of a mouth and an anus to get out of 
order why not have one all-purpose hole to 
eat and eliminate? We could seal up the nose 
and mouth, fill in the stomach, make an air 
hole direct into the lungs where it should 
have been in the first place…” 8 

Speculating on the concept of “porosity”, words 
associated with “hole” come to mind, such as mouth, 
throat, anus, ingestion, digestion, ejaculation and 
sexual intercourse. In this thought experiment, 

these words suddenly form a series of opposed rela-
tionships: delicious–nauseous, fragrant–malodor-
ous, clean–dirty, beautiful–ugly, pure–obscene, 
noble–abject. We’ve picked our side. As human 
beings, we are taught to praise good and avoid evil. 
We believe humanity should be valued above all else. 
But often, what we believe in is based on a system 
that we as humans have invented in order to disci-
pline ourselves from the tendency of entering into 
a state of schizophrenia. 

Yan Xing’s Dirty Art (2013) outlines this per-
petuating dilemma, where a series of nine looped 
videos challenge the viewers’ psychological lim-
its with their idiosyncratic contents. The work is 
inspired by Edward Hopper’s painting Drug Store 
(1927), not only in terms of its form and but also 
in terms of the dialectical relationship embodied 
by its use of the word “drugstore.” On the one 
hand, drugstore, a place where medicine can be 
found, serves as a metaphor for redeeming of 
one’s sins—proscription promises a hope of cur-
ing someone who is immoral or impure. On the 
other hand, drugs refer to illegal substances and 
its “illegality” challenges the conventional social 
moral standards, creating confusions along the 
broaderline of what is supposed to be legitimated 
and what is not. 

Deleuze and Guattari suggest that “the drugged 
body” is a means to approach a BwO. Drugs dis-
rupt the assigned roles of organs, and within this 
chaos one is able to find ways of overcoming the 
sociopolitical order. Even if a BwO can never be 
fully attained, one can gradually move towards this 
state. The dual meaning of drugs challenges our 
binary order of positive and negative, right and 
wrong. Can Yan Xing’s Dirty Art help us to clear our 
bodies by f lushing everything out and therefore 
getting closer to a body without organs?

III

1918 was a critical year for Moscow, a year of 
social and political reforms. It was the year in 
which Lenin survived two assassination attempts. 
It was a year when the art world was full of enthu-
siasms: the first issue of Iskusstvo Kommuny (Art 
of the Commune) was published, of which Kazimir 
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Severinovich Malevich and Wassily Kandinsky 
served important roles as editor and contributor9; 
the Ministry of Education established a Visual Art 
Section (Izo-Narkompros)10 and appointed Vlad-
imir Tatlin as its Department Head. The film  
Lenin in 1918 (1939), which promotes the Com-
munist vision of the great Soviet leaders, does 
not illustrate Moscow’s art world of the time; but 
for Yan Xing, the title itself serves a perfect con-
text for one of his other recent works. Yan Xing’s 
Lenin in 1918 (2013) makes no direct connection 
to the propaganda film, but it demonstrates how 
the fragmented historical events might engender 
poetical sparks with his artistic approach. 

Yan Xing’s Lenin in 1918 is an installation of mul-
tiple elements, drawings and photographs. Each 
can be viewed as an independent art object that 
contains a specific reference to an artist, an art-
work and the year of its creation. These artists all 
have prominent places in art history and are what 
we call “masters” in the context of Chinese art 
education. Particularly, their practices have served 
as the foundation of the art history education in 
China. Following the Soviet model, the Chinese 
academic art education emphasizes the belief that 
the art experience equates to aesthetic experience 
and that art practice has to be based on a solid prac-
tice of realism. Students learn by copying the works 
of masters. Repetition brings perfection. Ideologies 
control which artists and what art movements are 
to enter the curriculum. The result is an often-bi-
ased art history in a state of self-contradiction as 
it rewrites itself. More interestingly, in Chinese art 
education, the masters’ works are always bluntly 
extracted from historical contexts. Students copy 
them as a purely formal aesthetic pursuit. Works 
created in completely different social, historical and 
political contexts are ignorantly grouped together, 
forming a unique “Chinese Art Academies’ West-
ern art history”. Compared to such artistic pursuit, 
the historical events in Moscow mentioned earlier 
indeed become trivial or even pointless, albeit the 
fact that they have played an essential role in shap-
ing the art production at the time. 

Following these lines of thoughts, Yan Xing 
creates an unorthodox version of art history in 
Lenin in 1918. Is this version of art history nec-
essarily fictional? Can the artworks appropriated 

by Lenin in 1918 be considered as the referenced 
artists’ original works? For example, there is little 
information about the life and work of the art-
ist Theodor Hey, one among many others refer-
enced by Yan Xing. An Internet search reveals 
no stories about him. There is no biography, no 
past exhibitions and no images of his works, not 
to mention the Chinese translation of his name. 
He is Yan Xing’s creation! Yet, where indeed is 
the borderline between truth and fiction? Reality 
and history? Could it be said that history has for-
gotten Theodor Hey? These issues are explored 
in American director Orson Welles’s last film F 
for Fake (completed in 1973 and released in 1974), 
The film, with a semi-documentary style, focuses 
on the professional life of Hungarian forgery artist 
Elmyr de Hory. Far from being a memoir of de 
Hory, the film’s narratives are complicated by the 
sensational event of Clifford Irving’s fake autobi-
ography of Howard Hughes and a fictional account 
between Welles’s then girlfriend Oja Kodar and 
Picasso. These stories of plagiarism, forgery, and 
deceit are layered upon each other, which leaves 
the ambiguity and confusion to the audience: per-
haps the film itself can also be seen as a hoax? F 
for Fake brings the lives of a number of charac-
ters together while posing fundamental questions 
about art and originality. For Welles, the artistic 
meaning of de Hory and Irving’s life stories was far 
more valuable than the “products” they created. 
Their stories are presented as windows, through 
which we, as viewers, come to perceive the world 
as a labyrinth of fictions. Circulation and dissemi-
nation give lives to these fictions, which later grow 
into the truths being woven into history. Simi-
larly, art objects that are displayed in Yan Xing’s 
Lenin in 1918 can also acquire such lives.  

Lenin in 1918 appears to be a gallery inside a 
modern art museum, a modern art museum from 
a different dimension. It parachutes itself in from 
another time and space, inviting the viewers to 
read between the lines of art history. It is a black 
hole that moves freely in and out of art history. 
The history of exhibition and the history of art 
coincide here. Yan Xing is not only an author, 
but also an art historian and a curator from this 
other dimension. Or perhaps such identities are 
not important anymore.   
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Richard Hamilton’s collage, Just what is it that 
makes today’s homes so different, so appealing? (1956) 
is commonly considered as a single masterpiece 
and as the origin of Pop Art. Strictly speaking, 
the importance of Just what is it that makes today’s 
homes so different, so appealing? does not stand alone; 
it has to be read through Hamilton’s experience 
as one of the core members of the Independent 
Group and the post-war British and global politics 
at the time. Yan Xing is acutely aware of how art 
history f lattens our understanding of art by cre-
ating such singularity. Recent Works is a solo exhi-
bition, but metaphorically, it is also a compre-
hensive artwork. The idea of the “comprehensive 
artwork” differentiates itself from Richard Wag-
ner’s concept of Gesamtkunstwerk or “total work 
of art”. Yan Xing does not try to create a single, 
all-inclusive work of art by using a variety of medi-
ums; rather, he sees the entire exhibition as his 
medium, through which he is able to deconstruct 
the rule of medium-based categorization of art. 
His references to art history and its derivation are 
never logical. Instead, these references metamor-
phose among a film, a sculpture, a line of a poem, 
a gesture, a puff of scent, a tremble, and a heart-
beat. Yan Xing’s reinterpretation challenges the 
pre-existing framework and disciplinary conven-
tions. In front of his practice, all measurements 
lose their efficacy.

Let us return to the concept of porosity. 
Although Yan Xing’s practice is a kind of research-
based practice, his “research results” are not literal. 
He does not present and display archival materials 
and documents to support a didactic argument. 
Yan Xing views his “discoveries” as abstract pores 
through which knowledge f lows, crosses boundar-
ies, encounters and converges. The idea of pores 
also suggests a sense of the unknown, of bewilder-
ment, chaos and confusion. But it is precisely on the 
promise of opening up that new potentials become 
possible. Only through the communication from 
one pore to another can new creativity become 
pregnant. As Jacques Rancière points out in The 
Future of The Image (2009), as early as the 1820s, 
Hegel had already predicted that the modernist’s 
“separation between spheres of rationality entailed 
not the glorious autonomy of art and the arts”, but 
only disempowered them.11 Yan Xing’s practice, by 
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the continuous acts of punctuating, can perhaps 
expedite the collapse of these boundaries. 

Translated from the Chinese by Sheryl Cheung
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