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Biljana Ciric

Out of Sight: Conversations with Artists in 
the KADIST Art Foundation Collection 

Marie Martaire from the KADIST Art Foundation, knowing my 

way of working and engagement with artists through interviews, 

invited me to conduct a number of interviews with artists from 

China. She sent me a list of about forty artists from China that are included 

in the KADIST collection and asked to select six to engage in conversation. 

Gao Mingyan, Hu Yun, and Li Liao are artists with whom I have worked 

with on number of occasions and I have followed their practices closely, 

so engaging in conversation with them was important for me in terms of 

building upon an archive of their practices, which perhaps otherwise are 

not so present within the mainstream of contemporary art. 

I worked with Lu Chunsheng back in 2009 on a project titled History of 

Exhibitions: Shanghai 1979–2009 and I literally lost track of him to the 

point of not even knowing if he still was based in Shanghai. I was interested 

in reconnecting with him to better understand his practice now, as his 

work is not often seen in exhibitions. Qiu Anxiong is an artist I have 

followed closely, and I am interested in parts of his practice that relate to 

thinking about institutions and institutional structures, as well as forms 

of engagement within the art system that exists parallel to his individual 

artistic practice. The Yangjiang group and its way of working within the art 

system from the outlying city of Yangjiang is simply unique and I strongly 

believe that the project Liao Yuan by Zheng Guogu (Yangjiang group 

member) and the Yangjiang group is among the most important coming 

from China during the past few decades. 

These six artists, although they have very different interests within their 

practice, share one thing in common that I find valuable to bring up in 

public through conversation. It is that they consciously take the margins 

as an active position to work from as a form of critique of the art system. 

Their way of working is slow and process-based, and resists the growing 

production demands that are inherent in the art system. At the same time, 

they challenge the common understanding of an artwork as being only an 

object. 

Gao Mingyan

Biljana Ciric: Let’s start our discussion with the video City Golf  (2007). 

This was the first collaboration between us. I suppose it was the first time 

that you played golf? Was it also the last time? 

Gao Mingyan: I never worked in this collaborative way, or in public spaces, 
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until the exhibition Interventions (2007) that you curated in Shanghai. 

I would say for me this exhibition was an opportunity to do something 

directly in society; that’s how I defined the work. Video is just a way of 

recording something, but what really matters is the process. Before City Golf, 

video was also part of my practice, but at that time what mattered was the 

video rather than the process. Back then, the exhibition you curated featured 

“interventions” within the context of public spaces in Shanghai. The idea of 

taking a walk in the city occurred to me; I wanted to take a walk. I don’t quite 

remember whether I learned this from TV or a magazine, but I suddenly 

realized that golf involved a lot of walking. This fit my original intention. 

Each hole along the route of my piece meant something to me; hence I 

swung the club. And, yes, it was my first time playing golf, and also my last. 

Biljana Ciric: A decade ago, golf was the new fashion among China’s new 

so-called rich.

Gao Mingyan: Right. At that time golf was “in.” Back then only rich people 

could play golf, but now it’s not so upper-class. I thought it would be cool 

if I could use this exhibition as an opportunity to play golf. I felt proud of 

myself when I went to buy the golf club that I would use. 

Biljana Ciric: I think you played all day. I went to your home with the 

filming team, and you swung the first club at your doorway. And then you 

went on to Xintiandi, a car-free shopping and entertainment district in 

Shanghai. When did you call it a day?

Gao Mingyan, City Golf, 2007, 
video. Courtesy of the artist. 
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Gao Mingyan: It was quite late. Almost 11 p.m. It’s quite funny. While it 

was the first time I produced a work like this, during the process I found 

it was not as difficult as I thought it would be. I had assumed passers-by 

might have various reactions, but they didn’t; they took for granted what I 

was doing. They thought it was normal, perhaps thinking we were making 

a commercial. Originally I wanted to finish the project after eighteen holes. 

But by 11 p.m. on the first evening, I only finished half of the holes. So we 

gathered together again the next morning to continue playing.

Biljana Ciric: It had to be eighteen holes, right?

Gao Mingyan: Yes, it had to be eighteen holes. There were particular places 

I wanted to go, so I planned the route. I wanted to go to Pudong, so I took 

the ferry. I hit the ball onto the boat, and while the boat was moving, the 

ball remained stationary until the boat arrived at the other side of the 

river. When it docked, I swung my club and hit the ball toward the land of 

Pudong. Then we returned to the Puxi side of Shanghai. The project came 

to an end when I swung the ball toward the railway station, giving the 

impression that the ball was leaving Shanghai from there. 

Biljana Ciric: The project was eventually presented in the form of a video?

Gao Mingyan: Yes, a video. The first swing, which started from the doorway 

of my home, was recorded in full. And then I edited some interesting and 

typical scenes into the video such as playing golf in the metro and crossing 

the Pudong River by ferry. But the eighteen scenes featuring the ball going 

into the holes that I discovered and chose at each site were kept in full in the 

final video. 

Biljana Ciric: I believe that piece is unique within your overall artistic 

practice. Certainly it had something to do with the framework of the 

exhibition Interventions, where all the works were live interventions within 

public space over a period of three days. But I wonder if it had any influence 

upon your later practice, and, if so, in what way?

Gao Mingyan, A Struggle 
Between Physical and Mental 
Strength, 2012, video. 
Clockwise from top left: Chin 
Ups, Running, Boxing, Sit Ups. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Gao Mingyan: It has had a 

profound influence on my later 

practice in that it enabled me to 

try a new mode of working that 

is very different from before. City 

Golf  broke through my previous 

perception of artistic practice. Take, 

for example, my solo project What 

Else Can I Do? (2012) as part of the 

exhibition Alternatives to Ritual at 

the Goethe-Institut Open Space, 

Shanghai. In this case, too, you 

were my curator, and before this 

exhibition, I did only one thing: 

attend a lot of job interviews. In this 

respect, it was similar to City Golf. 

The only difference is that this time I made only an audio recording. Prior 

to the interviews, I had spent several years working in the studio, painting 

and making installations. I had the use of my studio for free, and then it 

was taken away from me. After that, I wanted to rent another studio or a 

flat to live in. I didn’t have much income. I didn’t have a job, so I needed to 

make money, which meant I needed to work. As I am an artist, I wanted to 

look for a job while maintaining my identity and perception as an artist. 

I wanted to see if there was any industry or company that would need an 

artist to work for them. When I submitted my resume online, I didn’t pick 

particular companies or positions, I just applied for all the jobs listed on the 

top ten pages of a website. The project I’m planning now—I want to take a 

walk along the railway—is also similar to the golf-playing piece. I want to 

experience an everyday place or a thing, and then make something out of it. 

Li Liao

Biljana Ciric: Why do you often consider A Slap in Wuhan (2010) your  

first work? 

Li Liao: That work was presented later at exhibitions; hence, I was 

recognized by people as an artist.

Biljana Ciric: Did you graduate from art school?  

Li Liao: Yes, A Slap in Wuhan was conceived five years after my graduation 

from Hubei Institute of Fine Arts. I was very emotional due to some 

incidents that had occurred in my life, so I recruited a stranger on the social 

media platform Douban. I told him when and where to meet, and then I 

waited for him to give me a slap, with my eyes closed. I felt it was quite an 

absurd action, and back then I couldn’t think of any other way to describe 

it. To me, such absurdity was quite poetic. There was a sense of limit in this 

piece, and it was a limit that was both ordinary—that it could happen to 

anyone of us—and absurd. This sense of limit, in my view, was beautiful.

Biljana Ciric: Did you pay this person to slap you?

Gao Mingyan, What Else 
Can I Do?, 2012, installation. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Gao Mingyan, What Else 
Can I Do?, 2012, installation. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Li Liao: No. Once the online call was 

launched, many people signed up to 

slap me. “Someone asks for a slap, and 

I will let him get his wish”—I guess 

that is what they thought. However, 

I had certain criteria. I wanted this 

someone to have a certain social 

status, and this someone should not 

be a student or a woman. This was an 

aesthetic consideration. 

Biljana Ciric: Any special reasons for choosing the entrance to the Optical 

Valley walking street as the venue? 

Li Liao: Yes. That place was a new business centre in Wuhan. I chose it because 

many universities and colleges have moved to that area, and it has become a 

gateway for college students to go to school. It has developed into a business 

centre very quickly and naturally because students are a big consumerist 

group. Now it is one of the most densely populated areas in Wuhan. 

Biljana Ciric: Did you consciously delve into the social identity of being an 

artist in your work?

Li Liao: I have to clarify that during the early stage of my practice I never 

thought of myself as an artist because I was never recognized as an artist. I 

still think being an artist or not isn’t something you can decide for yourself. 

It’s more the result of both external recognition and self-recognition. 

During the earlier stage of my practice, I made work just because I 

personally needed to. I had no idea where my work would be presented 

once it was done. I just wanted to do it. So my reflection upon identity was 

not from the perspective of an artist but from that of an ordinary person. 

Biljana Ciric: After A Slap in Wuhan, what was the next important work for 

you?

Li Liao: While A Slap in Wuhan is an important piece for me, a work that 

can compete with it is I Am Justice (2015), in which I punched a girl. I did 

that piece four years after A Slap in Wuhan. I resort to a very simple and 

figurative methodology when it comes to judging if a work has special 

meaning for me. If there is something in a work that the maker cannot 

explain but is obsessed with, then I think that work is intriguing. 

Li Liao, A Slap in Wuhan, 2010, 
performance. Courtesy of the 
artist.  

Li Liao, I Am Justice, 2015, 
performance. Courtesy of the 
artist. 
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Biljana Ciric: In many of your 

earlier works, like someone slapping 

you or you locking yourself up for 

eight hours in an office building 

in Spring Breeze (2011), you have 

used yourself as the subject of your 

work. Could your later interest in 

corporate structures be traced back 

to these works—the ways that corporate values turn into public values and 

how they infiltrate our daily lives, thus becoming the norm?  

Li Liao: Definitely. I always say that I shall not allow myself to be trapped 

in ideological struggles. That kind of thing is always either right or wrong; 

it’s too simplistic. I’m more interested in things that you can actually 

observe and that have real impact on your life rather than things that are 

metaphysical or ideological. Honestly, I think it’s beyond an artist’s ability to 

delve into those kinds of issues.  

Biljana Ciric: In your work I can feel the sense of helplessness of an artist. 

In your earlier works these feelings were particularly prevalent. In Chinese 

society, it seems artists do not have a role to play.

Li Liao: I need to clarify again that my work is not about the sense of 

helplessness of an artist. 

Biljana Ciric: Right. I feel that you intentionally touch upon awkwardness; 

instead of hiding this awkwardness, you demonstrate it to us. 

Li Liao: I intentionally show people awkwardness, and I have two 

purposes. One is that when someone who is in an awkward position is 

not able to conceal his or her awkwardness. It would feel less awkward 

if he or she used this awkwardness to one’s advantage, as a weapon. The 

other is that I suddenly realized that art, as a weapon or a tool, manages 

to transform awkwardness into art. Generally speaking, people tend to 

avoid awkwardness, but art is able to tolerate it. I think we should thank 

Marcel Duchamp for that. A principle within my work is that it has to 

be contextualized within something that is ordinary and common, but, 

at the same time, I can also find something wild and absurd within it. 

I believe that’s where the tension I look for lies. If what in front of me 

is something too literal, like a big mountain or massive wasteland, it’s 

too straightforward, and I don’t see the power in it. All I can do is to 

acknowledge it. Instead, what I like is something that is hard to define and 

cannot be easily recognized. 

 

Biljana Ciric: You chose to move from Wuhan to Shenzhen and to live and 

work in a more marginalized position. Although Shenzhen is a big city, 

it’s different from Shanghai and Beijing in that it does not have the same 

reputation as an art centre. I feel that the choice to live there is not just for 

the sake of a career. To some extent, it’s an intentional choice to be in a 

marginalized position to remove yourself from the hype of the art scene. 

What’s your take on that? 

Li Liao, Spring Breeze, 2011, 
video installation. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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Li Liao: Psychologically speaking, it’s an intentional choice. In terms of 

practical considerations, my wife has a job in Shenzhen. However, the fact 

that I truly want to live here and to continue my practice here is also an 

intentional choice. I feel this place is better. If I live with a bunch of other 

artists and rent a studio, I feel that’s too much like playing the role of being 

an artist. I often comment that Shenzhen is a typical representation of the 

new China. If you go to other cities, you will see that they are either very 

old school or a peculiar fusion of the old and the new. Those cities would 

consider Shenzhen provincial; although its provincial nature is different 

from a rural village’s sense of the provincial. The provincialism of Shenzhen 

is the real provincial: It is rich, meticulously planned, and completely 

deprived of culture. I feel this will become the future image of the whole 

of China. It doesn’t matter if I don’t use Shenzhen as a literal symbol in my 

work, but I consider it my source of inspiration. 

Biljana Ciric: The works you presented in the exhibitions we have 

collaborated on recently touch upon some interesting issues. The non-

materiality is something I like about your work. In a sense, it’s not possible 

for it to be owned or collected in the traditional sense of an artwork. 

Li Liao: The “object” is never my main consideration. It is something 

that has to be let go of. The “object” I’m talking about is the real object, 

real things. I spend most of my time on my balcony, doing nothing; I can 

be in a state where I don’t feel a strong impulse to work. But I resort to 

two things to maintain balance. The first is exercise and the other, well, I 

want to keep it a secret. But I can give you some clues. Last year my wife’s 

Li Liao, An Eye for an Eye, 
a Tooth for a Tooth, 2016, 
performance installation, Ming 
Contemporary Art Museum, 
Shanghai. Courtesy of the 
artist. 
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boss shared a secret for being successful. The success he referred to is very 

straightforward: fortune and fame. What he advised is a practical method. 

I cannot tell you right now what it is. It has to wait until the artwork I am 

currently engaged with on a daily basis is done. Now I have no idea of how 

to do it. A couple of days ago, my wife and I kind of drew a conclusion—

leave darkness to art and light to life. 

Lu Chunsheng

Biljana Ciric: In speaking about your work, many would mention your 

video The History of Chemistry. It can be considered your magnum opus. 

The first part was shot in 2004 and the second in 2006. What was the idea 

behind it when you initially started it, in 2004?

Lu Chunsheng: Once I went to a bookstore, and in a publication, I don’t 

remember the title of it, I saw a chemical—not really a chemical equation—

but a symbol for a chemical. It was a very simple design. I also saw an image 

that touched me deeply. It featured an offshore drilling platform, and it 

seemed enormously tall. I bought that publication, and I showed the image 

in the video. 

Lu Chunsheng, source image 
for The History of Chemistry 1, 
2004. Courtesy of the artist. 
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Biljana Ciric: Why would that picture touch you so deeply?

Lu Chunsheng: It was the first time I had ever seen this kind of structure, 

and I didn’t know how to describe it. Why did it touch me? It’s hard to 

say. Sometimes when you see something, it stays in your mind and is 

beyond description. It was stunning—it was purely man-made but rooted 

in nature. It’s like China. For over a century, China has been longing for 

modernization, for catching up with the West in terms of industrialization 

and urbanization. This country is always looking for development. We 

now call it the rise and revival of our nation. This is what motivated me 

to produce The History of Chemistry. But it was hard for me explain to the 

actors who participated in the video what I wanted. They didn’t know what 

was on my mind. During the process of walking aimlessly around the site, I 

hoped they would gradually feel something. Under the sizzling sun, I almost 

thought they were sleepwalking. They wandered around and were silent. But 

slowly they felt something within themselves; they had their own emotions. 

I could sense it. 

Biljana Ciric: You were trained as a sculptor, but you continue to work with 

painting. You have produced many watercolours on paper. I saw some a few 

years ago. And now you have started a new series of drawings on paper. To 

me, it’s also a kind of painting. In essence it’s the same. The same materials 

and same tools, but the process has changed. 

Lu Chunsheng: Yes, my process has changed. You have to slow down and 

stay patient and focused. You have to take your time and not rush; today, 

everything is so instantaneous. I think what I’ve made is quite coarse; too 

coarse, actually. I tried to make the drawings look like they were printed by 

a machine, but this is an impossible mission. I could only partially simulate 

the effect of a machine. If you don’t have anything in particular to do, why 

don’t you just take your time and slow down? Just find something to do; it’s 

not a big deal. 

Biljana Ciric: What is the world you are looking for?

Lu Chunsheng: I’m not looking for any particular world. I’m lucky to have 

my own little psychological space. I don’t have to go out. I can just stay in 

my own world. The status quo of China, which we see all the time, is that 

everyone is in a hurry, without clear direction. This status quo has lasted 

a century. You see things that are frustrating, irritating, and beyond your 

reach. Such is the status quo I’m talking about. I wanted the actors to be in 

such a state of mind. The video was not about a narrative but about a state 

of mind, which is supposed to be vague. I often imagine that I’m a good 

writer and storyteller, but I’ve never written a novel.

Lu Chunsheng, The History 
of Chemistry 1, 2004, video, 
26 mins. 33 secs. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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Lu Chunsheng, from the 
series Lower the flag at night, 
2001–09, pastel and coloured 
pencil on paper, 109 x 109 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Lu Chunsheng, from the 
series Lower the flag at night, 
2001–09, pastel and coloured 
pencil on paper, 109 x 109 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Lu Chunsheng, from the 
series Lower the flag at night, 
2001–09, pastel and coloured 
pencil on paper, 109 x 109 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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I feel that the slow process of drawing is a way for me to divert my attention. 

By sitting at a table and drawing, I can imagine I am writing; my process of 

drawing is connected to writing. 

In my view, Chinese people are not free. Previously I didn’t clearly see this, 

but now the level of free speech has improved. But I still feel that Chinese 

people are not fully eligible to speak about freedom. What is the artists’ 

standpoint? First of all, freedom. If you make art for the sake of making a 

living, it’s okay, but for me it’s a bit hard to accept. As an artist, if you create 

art for the sake of survival then you will have to do things that you do not 

want to do. If you are forced to do those things, to compromise, then you 

are not free. 

Qiu Anxiong 

Biljana Ciric: Can you discuss the work Portrait—Clean and Cover? 

Qiu Anxiong: The multi-channel video animation Portrait—Clean and 

Cover (2011) was made for a collateral event organized by Sifang Art 

Museum during the 54th Venice Biennale. Curator Zhu Tong invited Jia 

Aili, Qiu Xiaofei, and me to participate. The show was presented in a 

church. Basically, the work was determined by the conditions of the space. 

But at that time I already had an idea of making something on the topic 

of portraiture. The idea could be traced back to when I was working on a 

piece titled Minguo Landscape (2007). In that piece, a selection of images, 

portraits that were printed in the newspaper, were shown. The images 

featured factory workers. I used these images to make an animation. When 

that work was done, I felt portraiture was a direction I could pursue further. 

What you see as an image is actually the embodiment of a person from 

history. But these are ordinary people rather than big names in history. 

The image might make you feel that they are real and powerful, but as 

individuals, they are insignificant. Previously, I had never produced work 

from the perspective of portraiture. 

In that space in Venice, in that church, there were several windows, six in 

all on a single wall. It seemed to me that each window was like a screen. 

Lu Chunsheng, from the series 
No Discussion Of Eternity Till 
You Stop Eating Soup Quietly 
And Pee Quietly, 2014–15, 
watercolour and coloured 
pencil on paper, 109 x 78 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.  
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I treated the work as a kind of painting that morphed from one portrait 

to another. During the process, changes in facial expressions from one to 

another could be perceived; for example, to a stone or to an object. It all 

came to me quite naturally. Within such a large framework, the portraits 

kept changing. I didn’t do much research and just followed an inner logic. 

I didn’t write a script. I didn’t see the work as experimental. It’s like when 

you have a formula and the formula will do the calculations automatically. 

It follows its own logic. You can anticipate what the next portrait looks like 

when you are working on the previous one. 

Biljana Ciric: There were six animated paintings in total?

Qiu Anxiong: Yes, there were six. I think there was something in the method 

of painting that was very suitable for an animated portrait, in which one 

portrait influences and covers up the next one. What I wanted to explore 

was a person’s place in the course of history, or in the course of time. She or 

he must have left something behind. Some people leave behind something 

remarkable, while others seem to simply vanish and leave nothing behind, 

as if they never existed. But over time the content matches perfectly with the 

method of painting. 

Biljana Ciric: Does Portrait—Clean and Cover have sound?

Qiu Anxiong: Yes. The sound part was composed by a musician, Jin Wang. 

I’ve worked with him several times. 

Biljana Ciric: What are the ideas behind the work in terms of sound?

Qiu Anxiong: I told him I wanted to use the sound of people singing. The 

ideal version was for each screen to have the sound of one person singing. 

Hence there would be the sound of six people in the six screens, all singing 

in harmony. It’s like the polyphonic structure of Baroque music—six voices 

in harmony. 

Biljana Ciric: I’m interested in what you once said about having no moral 

judgments. From your description, there are no moral judgments in these 

portraits, right? 

Qiu Anxiong, Minguo 
Landscape, 2007, video 
animation, 14 mins., 27 secs. 
Courtesy of the artist.  
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Qiu Anxiong: I think the content of the work would be too specific if 

we start to make moral judgments. Different eras have different moral 

judgments. In these portraits there is no specific era that is referred to or 

critiqued. Certainly I have my own judgments, but I don’t want to impose 

them on my work. I don’t think it’s moral to impose judgment on your 

work. To me, artwork is something beyond personal judgments. It’s not a 

vehicle for expressing my own opinions. What I want to demonstrate is a 

state of being “real,” of being “factual.”  

“Cleaning” and “covering” are metaphorically the painting methods I used 

and they are also brimming with political implications. Take “cleaning,” for 

instance. During the Great Purge period in the Soviet Union, during the 

1930s, Stalin carried out a house cleaning campaign. “Covering” also has 

political implications, as it means to make someone disappear in history. 

“Cleaning” is to physically wipe someone out, and “covering” is to erase all the 

traces they leave behind. With the animation and the transformation of one 

portrait into another, Portrait—Clean and Cover is like cleaning and covering. 

Zheng Guogu

Biljana Ciric: When did you establish Yangjiang group? 

Zheng Guogu: It was conceived in 2001 and established in 2002. It’s been 

fifteen years now. 

Qiu Anxiong, Portrait—Clean 
and Cover, 2011, 6-channel 
video animation. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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I had founded several architecture collectives, and later I wanted to start a 

calligraphy collective. There had never been such a thing before in China. 

Calligraphy is something very personal. There is yaji (an elegant gathering), 

but it’s a temporary event. There has been no collective specifically engaged 

in calligraphy. That would be considered ridiculous by the traditionalists 

and hence is unheard of in the conventions of calligraphy. But the timing 

for the establishment of our group was quite good, making it possible 

for ridiculous things to exist and make sense. Within a collective, group 

members are supposed to complement each other, and when they cease 

to complement each other, they break up. Many collectives in China are 

temporary, and they often disperse when members are mature enough to 

work alone. But for us, it seems the longer we work together, the closer we 

become.  

Biljana Ciric: Why did you decide to establish a group working specifically 

around calligraphy as a medium?

Zheng Guogu: Nowadays calligraphy in China has become a somewhat 

outdated medium. Writing is hardly mentioned as a contemporary medium. 

That’s why I think it is interesting to include it in contemporary art. 

Today many people don’t care about 

writing at all. Nor do they care about 

what we do. It’s hard to evaluate. 

In China we do have a calligraphy 

association; it boasts itself as the 

inheritor of the orthodoxy and the 

guardian of a great tradition. In 

their view, we’re excluded because 

we are wild, grassroots, and hard to 

categorize. For example, we make 

“After Dinner Calligraphy” (fanhou), 

where we make calligraphy out of 

leftover food—pieces of vegetable 

or bone form a structure like that 

of a Chinese character—which 

they think is different, crazy, and 

ungrounded. What they don’t get is 

that the true development of writing 

or calligraphy lies in the capacity 

to break through the restrictions 

of the tradition in order to have 

the potential to become the new 

tradition. 

Biljana Ciric: What was your first calligraphy experiment?

Zheng Guogu: The earliest calligraphy work we did was the one with 

wax beginning in 2002. We sealed calligraphy works in wax and created a 

landscape with over one thousand pieces of calligraphy. There were different 

elements of writing represented as we invited different people to write. 

Zheng Guogu and Yangjiang 
Group, After Dinner 
Calligraphy, n.d., food. 
Courtesy of the artists. 
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Biljana Ciric: How would you 

describe the state of elegant 

gatherings, known as yaji. 

Zheng Guogu: Yaji is the state in 

which I write, rather than what I 

write. Yaji is a process. For instance, 

if you write a piece of calligraphy 

and present it, people will talk about 

it. And after they are done, maybe 

someone else will write another piece 

of calligraphy and put it on top of 

yours. 

Biljana Ciric: When did the fanhou calligraphy series start? 

Zheng Guogu: Official records date it back to 2009. It was not very formal. 

Back then we mainly thought about how to preserve work in the form of 

calligraphy. Then suddenly we realized we could resort to photography 

to record the work. We took a picture one day and made a photographic 

record. If we just left the calligraphy there, it would become very oily and 

messy the next day. 

Biljana Ciric: How do you deal with these everyday rituals and their 

performativity when they enter the museum or exhibition context?

Zheng Guogu: It’s been six years since I quit drinking. Since then, I have 

paid more attention to tea drinking. Tea for me used to be a cure for a 

hangover. Gradually, however, I found that tea has a positive influence on 

one’s mental health. Now, if one were to call tea drinking a performance, 

I think it is an invisible performance. If you drink tea, it is good for your 

body. It helps your inner system reach a natural balance, enabling you to 

focus and to meditate. Thus, tea provides its own performance within the 

body, and that is more important than the context of an exhibition. 

Biljana Ciric: What is the role of calligraphy in this?

Zheng Guogu: Tea drinking is a kind of invisible writing. It will flow 

into your body, and, hence, “write” in your body. That’s very interesting. 

Sometimes we match tea drinking with fanhou. It’s all about qi (force), as 

calligraphy is about the motion of qi, and in China there is an emphasis 

on this flow of inner qi. The combination of tea drinking and fanhou 

juxtaposes invisible writing and highly visible writing. 

Biljana Ciric: How about the role of architecture in your work?  

Zheng Guogu: We made a building, the Yangjiang group studio, look 

like a piece of ice. The origin of ice is water, and we wanted to trace the 

origin of calligraphy, to return to nature. Chinese characters originated 

from nature. For instance, the character for a mountain looks just like a 

Zheng Guogu and Yangjiang 
Group, Inner Courtyard, 2005, 
installation. Courtesy of the 
artists. 
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mountain. What we did is use 

architecture to imitate a piece 

of ice or nature. We wanted to 

tell people that before characters 

were invented, there was just 

nature. To help us remember, 

nature was transformed into a 

kind of symbol through Chinese 

characters. What we presented with the studio was also a kind of symbol. 

It’s a place for living, for yaji, and it could also function as gallery, studio, 

and archive. It’s an integrated architecture where you can live or entertain 

friends; or you can use it as an art museum. I designed it.

Basically, architecture is like the human body. How do we prevent it from 

the interference of different energies? How do you arrange the flow of qi 

within this architecture? How do you deal with feng shui? After all, it’s all 

about comfort. Though the architecture looks quite explosive and Western, 

its heart is very Eastern.

Biljana Ciric: I deeply respect your choice of staying at the margins and 

maintaining your working base in Yangjiang. 

Zheng Guogu: That was in 1993. There were no computers back then. People 

made phone calls and sometimes even had to write letters. But at that time I 

felt it was not necessary to travel to so-called centres for the sake of resources 

or information. Places didn’t make much difference. The key was the work. 

You needed to focus on the work and present good work. In other words, you 

should let the work speak for you. It should speak with people on its own. 

Hu Yun  

Biljana Ciric: You often say that travel is a very important part of your 

practice.

Hu Yun: Yes, this relates to the people and things that I am interested in. 

I usually follow the paths of certain people. I wouldn’t say that I am 

doing research but, rather, following. And the characters that I am usually 

interested in have travelled and moved about their whole life, moving from 

one place to another. 

Biljana Ciric: How would you describe these people? 

Hu Yun: I think they could be categorized in two ways. 

The first are people, such as missionaries, who arrived very early in China, 

South Asia, or Southeast Asia. They were foreigners, not locals. And the 

others are people who have grown up in China but have a yearning for 

the outside word. At the same time, part of their work and life is finding 

somehow their own understanding of contemporaneity.

Zheng Guogu and Yangjiang 
Group, Yangjiang Group 
studio. Courtesy of the artists.
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Biljana Ciric: How do these people and the contemporaneity they have 

defined for themselves relate it to a current moment in local content? Or 

how does if relate to you?

Hu Yun: They attract me because of their relation to the current moment. 

These relationships are not only in an art context, but reflect many different 

aspects of everyday life and social structures. I want to understand how 

different phenomena that currently appear in a local context came about. 

The construction of the museum or art museum is a typical example. These 

kinds of institutional structures didn’t always belong to a local context 

because previously we didn’t have these kinds of institutions. 

Biljana Ciric: In the exhibition Our Ancestors at Goethe-Institut Open 

Space, Shanghai (November 2 to December 1, 2012), you used for the first 

time your grandfather’s material as a point of departure for your work. 

From then on he kept appearing in your work. 

While I was working on Our Ancestors I realized that my grandfather had 

a desire to share his stories and his experiences. I started to listen to things 

that he would talk about, and that slowly raised my interest in his life 

experience. In Our Ancestors I used a number of details from his life as a 

point of departure for the work. 

Biljana Ciric: From these two groups of people that you have described—

the ones you follow—which group does your grandfather belong to? 

Hu Yun: His role is bit more complicated. He can’t really be described as 

belonging to either of these two groups of people. His role usually is not so 

clear; within the roles of these two groups he is like a connecting point. 

Biljana Ciric: In the exhibition Lift With Care at Aike-Dellarco, Shanghai 

(April 13 to April 30, 2013), there are two parallel narratives. 

Hu Yun: Yes, we could say there are two narratives—one is related to an 

expedition that happened in the early twentieth century. It is Sterling Clark’s 

expedition in 1908 to northwest China. The other one is related to my 

grandfather’s memory of his home village.

Hu Yun, Everything Is Possible 
in the Darkness, 2012, ten 
sets of photos from personal 
archive, installation view of 
Our Ancestors. Courtesy of 
the artist. 
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Biljana Ciric: Why were you interested in this specific expedition? 

Hu Yun: It is coincidence. I was actually interested in one of the members of 

the expedition; he wasn’t the main figure but he was in charge of collecting 

information related to the natural sciences. His name was Arthur Sowerby. 

I was interested in Sowerby as he remained living in Shanghai for over a 

decade. At that time, he was director of the North China Branch of the 

Royal Asiatic Society Museum, Asia. This museum was situated in what is 

today’s Rockbund Art Museum. This building was constructed back in the 

1930s by the Royal Asiatic Society, and there was a museum on the third 

and fourth floors. It was the first Natural History Museum in China, and 

Sowerby was its director. It was through this expedition that I understood 

how Sowerby actually came to China. 

Biljana Ciric: How did you exhibit this part of the work within the 

exhibition?

Hu Yun: Historical facts related to this expedition weren’t exhibited. What I 

just explained wasn’t presented. 

I exhibited a piece of linen cloth 

because linen was very often used 

in long-distance travels, especially 

if one was travelling by horse. On 

that piece of linen, I embroidered 

the route of the expedition that they 

actually managed to accomplish. 

On this embroidered route dots can 

be found. These red dots symbolize 

the locations where they used the most advanced instruments to collect 

necessary data. One dot is one town. In the exhibition, this aspect of the 

work becomes more of an abstract image. 

Another part within the exhibition related to this expedition was an old 

suitcase. In the suitcase was placed a paper rubbing from one of the steles 

Hu Yun, Everything Is Possible 
in the Darkness (detail), 
2012, ten sets of photos from 
personal archive, installation 
view of Our Ancestors. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Hu Yun, Revisit Memory 1908–
1909, 2013, embroidery on 
linen, 108 x 138  cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. 
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in Xi’an. This forest of steles is of great importance for the whole of China. 

When the expedition team entered Xi‘an they went to visit it. The steles 

came from all over China. 

Their expedition notes also mention this stele because it archives the story 

of how Christianity arrived in China. It used to be called Nestorianism. 

Christianity came to China from ancient Rome around the sixth century. 

On this piece of stone you can read the story of how Christianity entered 

during the Tang dynasty from Persia. 

At the very entrance of the exhibition there is Lift With Care (2013), a 

photograph of my hand and the branch of a plant. This photograph could 

be understood as an independent work. It reflects my focus on natural 

history as all the people and things that I am interested in are also related 

to the natural sciences. So that’s why I took a photograph of my hand and 

a branch. The photograph also references the creation of Adam, so it could 

also have certain religious implications. 

I placed this photograph and some drawings within the exhibition. They 

have the role of illustrative plates within the narrative. They could exist 

independently, but within exhibition context, they interrupt the visitor’s 

reading or imagination of the narrative. 

Biljana Ciric: Within the exhibition there is an important part, which is a 

live component of the work. 

I reconstructed the office entrance of the gallery. I turned it into a bar table 

with a bell on it. When a visitor came to see the exhibition, he or she could 

ring the bell, and a gallery staff member would come out to give him or her 

a tour around the exhibition and at the end would tell the story. Before the 

exhibition, I told this story to each one of the gallery staff, including the 

owner. This story was never written down and it exists only in my head. 

Every time I tell it, it is a bit different.

Biljana Ciric: Why do you emphasize this oral aspect of the work? 

Left: Hu Yun, installation view 
of Lift With Care, 2013, Aike-
Dellarco, Shanghai. Courtesy 
of the artist.

Right: Hu Yun, Lift With Care 
(detail), 2013, rubbing of 
the Nestorian Stele, Xi’an. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Hu Yun: The reason for it is that all the content related to my work I gained 

through oral transmission. 

Biljana Ciric: This exhibition is part of the Kadist Art Foundation 

collection. If it is to ever be re-exhibited, how will the live component be 

activated?

Hu Yun: Even now I still haven’t written down this story. 

Biljana Ciric: So the foundation doesn’t know the story?

Hu Yun: No, they don’t know the story yet. No one contacted me to tell the 

story. The installation and acquisition instructions are clearly written down. 

 I also forgot some details, but I would probably add new ones, so the story 

also will change. 

Biljana Ciric: One more thing is that the whole exhibition can fit into the 

suitcase.

Hu Yun: Exactly; the whole exhibition can fit into the suitcase that is part of 

the exhibition. 

Biljana Ciric: This exhibition has one more interesting aspect. It is very 

difficult to remove one work from the exhibition. 

Hu Yun: Lift with Care is an exhibition that consists of a few parts. To me 

it is more radical if it can be considered one piece that is presented as an 

exhibition. 

Biljana Ciric: Also, you usually revisit your previous works, edit them, and 

exhibit them in different or new contexts.

Hu Yun: The reason for this is the way I work. The people that I follow also 

change. My understanding of one person or an event in one period is this, 

but in another period it could change. I would sometimes feel doubt or 

move forward or totally neglect my previous understanding. This is also 

interesting for me. My previous works do not have stable results but are 

more about my own understanding of persons or events now. 

These interviews are a series published as part of a collaboration between  
Yishu and KADIST. All interviews were conducted by Biljana Ciric and 
produced by KADIST. The interviews are also available on video in Mandarin 
with English subtitles at kadist.org/. 

 

Left: Hu Yun, Lift With Care, 
2013, archival inkjet print, 44 x 
60 cm. Courtesy of the artist. 

Right: Hu Yun, installation view 
of Lift With Care, 2013, Aike-
Dellarco, Shanghai. Courtesy 
of the artist.


