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On Holding A Retrospective Xu Bing

Retrospectives are a big deal. They work for some but not for everyone. When seen together at one
place, the works of some artists may cancel out one another, while for other artists, their works can
set off and “comment on” one another. If a retrospective does not provide more valuable insights
into an artist’s work, viewers will not be satisfied; they will think that they already know the work
that the artist is famous for. Of course, I don't think this will be the case for my show.

Ihave created art most of my life. When I'look back on my works, I see them as a mirror that
reflects myself: the sort of things I am interested in, how I make art, what kind of person I am.
When an artist’s work begins to attract attention, critics or the artist will look for clues for the
source of his artistic methods or style from his background. Actually, the methods and style of an
artist are not preplanned, but have something to do with destiny. If it is a style that belongs to you,
you cannot get rid of it. If it doesn’t belong to you, you cannot acquire it no matter how hard you
try. Modelling a form in the studio, making it sharper or less sharp, choosing this or that material —
all these decisions about the details are determined by your personality, training and sensibility. If
you are keen to succeed, you might make the handling of the form or the dimensions of the work a
bit over the top. If you want to show off or hide anything through art, it will show up in the work.
This is the only honest thing about art and the basis of our trust in art.

Artists are like a conductor between the artwork, society and culture. The quality of the work
depends on the quality of the conductor. This is the same for everyone. Each artist brings what

is unique about him into the world of art through his work. But the objective truth is that some
will be recognized, but others may never be recognized. This depends on whether the things you
bring in are invaluable: whether they are missing in the artistic system, whether they go beyond
the existing thinking of the art world, whether they bring about people’s greater understanding
-in short, whether they can take people to a new place through a distinctive artistic means.

Here, “distinctive artistic means” is important. It is the core of an artist’s work. You have to say
something that nobody has said before, that does not yet exist in the present vocabulary. You must
find a new way to say it in order to push the boundaries of art.

Art has many aspects. The above is what I try to achieve. As an artist born with “a personality that
Thave to accept” and with such a background, what have I got? What is the basis of my art? As I
see it, what helps me in my artistic creation is the national introspective character, the philosophy
and wisdom in my cultural gene, as well as the experiments and experience with the socialist
system, and things learned from western experience by my generation growing up in mainland
China. The strengths and the blind spots combine to form our distinctive nutrients. They are not
entirely the same as western values, and include such attitudes as venerating nature, adapting

to nature, stressing harmony and the middle road, and art serving the masses. It seems that these
approaches have not played a sufficient role in the development of human civilization in the

past. But obviously, they are things that human civilization now needs to acquire. However, how
should we make use of them? It seems that we lack the experience to use them, since we have
only learned from western experience over the past one to two hundred years. The things that are
valuable in our tradition can only become effective if we activate them. This is what I hope people
will see in this exhibition.
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Artist Biography

Xu Bing traces his family roots to Wenling, in China’s Zhejiang Province. He was born
in Chongging in 1955 and grew up in Beijing. In 1977 he entered the printmaking
department of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing (CAFA), where he completed
his bachelor’s degree in 1981 and stayed on as an instructor, earning his MFA in 1987.
In 1990, he moved to the United States to serve as resident artist at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. In 2007 Xu accepted the position of vice president of CAFA. His
work has been exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; the British
Museum, London; the Victoria and Albert Museum, London; the Louvre, Paris; the
Museum of Modern Art, New York; the Reina Sofia Museum, Madrid; the Arthur M.
Sackler Gallery, Washington DC; the New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York;
the Joan Miro Foundation, Spain; the National Gallery of Prague; the Museum Ludwig,
Cologne; and Taipei Fine Arts Museum. Xu Bing has also shown at several
international biennial exhibitions such as the 45" and 51°* Venice Biennales, the
Biennale of Sydney, the Sao Paulo Biennial, and the Taipei Biennial.

In 1989, Xu Bing was honored with the Huo Yingdong Education Foundation Award
from the China National Education Association for his contribution to art education.
In 1999, Xu was the recipient of a MacArthur Fellowship in recognition of his
“capacity to contribute importantly to society, particularly in printmaking and
calligraphy.” In 2003 Xu Bing was awarded the Fukuoka Asian Culture Prize. In 2004
he won the first Wales International Visual Art Prize, Artes Mundi, and he was
featured as one of Artin America magazine’s 15 top “People in Review.” In 2007, the
Southern Graphics Council awarded Xu Bing their lifetime achievement award in
recognition that his “use of text, language and books has impacted the dialogue of the
print and art worlds in significant ways.” Xu Bing received a Doctor of Humane
Letters from Columbia University in 2010, and an honorary doctorate from Canada’s
Emily Carr University of Art and Design in 2013.

Publications treating Xu Bing’s art include Art Past — Art Present (1997) and Gardner’s
Art Through the Ages (11th edition). In 2006, the Smithsonian Institution published
The Art of Xu Bing (by Brita Erickson), Princeton University Press published Persistence/
Transformation: Text as Image in the Art of Xu Bing, and China Renmin University Press
published Xu Bing: Tobacco Project. In 2009 London bookseller Bernard Quaritch
published Tianshu: Passages in the Making of a Book. In 2011 State University of New
York Press published Xu Bing and Contemporary Chinese Art: Cultural and Philosophical
Reflections (Tsao Hsingyuan, ed.), University of Virginia Press published Xu Bing:
Tobacco Project (John B. Ravenal et. al.), and Albion published Xu Bing (Reiko Tomii).
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Introduction

‘When he was a child, Xu Bing recalls, his mother was so
busy working at the Peking University Library
Department that she would often “lock” him in the
book storeroom. Perhaps this is why, when he later
became an artist, the subjects of his works would
always be closely bound to books.

In the 1950s the Chinese communists launched a
campaign to reform the writing system, and the
simplification of Chinese characters became a political
movement. While he was growing up, Xu heard “new
words constantly announced, and old words abolished.
New words would be revised again and abolished, and
old words would be reinstated.” This special experience
regarding the treatment of written language laid the
seeds of a thought in Xu’s mind: “Words are something
you can play with.”

During his years as both a student and a teacher of
printmaking at the China Central Academy of Fine
Arts, Xu not only viewed printmaking as a form of
painting, but also got involved in traditional Chinese
inscription rubbing and typography, exploring the
possibility that printmaking could be a medium of
avant-garde and contemporary art. The modular,
procedural, multiplicitous nature of printmaking and
its ability to transfer impressions became Xu’s basic
units of measurement for executing conceptual art.
Three projects of the 1980s that Xu completed prior to
embarking for the United States — Five Series of
Repetitions, Book from the Sky, and Ghosts Pounding the
Wall - were major representative works that laid the
foundation for his rapid rise in the American art world
in the 1990s.

After moving to the United States, the linguistically
sensitive Xu Bing for a time questioned whether the
Orient and the Occident could actually engage in
language transference and achieve genuine
communication. In the early 1990s he did several art
projects revolving around the theme of Chinese-English
translation, some even alluding to the absurdities of
cultural exchange between China and the West. A, B,
C..., My Book, A Case Study of Transference, Cultural
Animal, and Telephone were all works from this period.
But later in the 1990s, Xu transitioned from expressing
communicative dissonance to creating interfaces for
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Chia Chi Jason Wang / Curator

exchange. His Square Word Calligraphy was an
intriguing convergence of Chinese calligraphy and
English, as a part of which he not only designed a set of
teaching methods, but also converted the exhibition
space into a classroom. In 1999 the prestigious
MacArthur Foundation gave Xu a “genius” fellowship
in recognition of his “originality, creativity, self-
direction, and capacity to contribute importantly to
society, particularly in printmaking and calligraphy.”

Since the late 1990s, Xu has been invited to take part in
international exhibitions with increasing frequency,
often creating works that respond to a specific
curatorial theme or engage the site in a dialogue
incorporating its unique cultural and historical
features. Landscript, Tobacco Project, Background Story,
Magic Carpet, Mustard Seed Garden Landscape Scroll, and
The Character of Characters all developed from such
site-specific encounters. Yet when conceptualizing his
artworks, Xu never forgets to interact with the local
context from the perspective of his own cultural
background, stirring up new artistic momentum and
discussion.

In the age of globalization of the 21st century, Xu also
expresses personal feelings of universal concern for
human society. Where Does the Dust Itself Collect? takes
the events of September 11, 2001 as its springboard and
reflects on the current state of world affairs through the
lens of Buddhist wisdom. Book from the Ground is an
enormous project, ongoing for a decade now, that
muses on the new paths which contemporary — even
future — human language is following, in what may be
a knowingly futile attempt at a personal “Tower of
Babel” project.

“Xu Bing: A Retrospective” brings together major
representative works spanning 40 years, from 1975 to
the present. It is his first large-scale international
retrospective solo exhibition. Xu firmly believes that
tradition must be reinvigorated if it is to be meaningful
in the current age. He hopes that the Chinese cultural
world will “use the Chinese way of thought, cultural
orientation and worldview while absorbing from other
admirable cultures in search of a new approach to
culture.” This spirit and vision is fully embodied in this
exhibition.



— R GT 1
First Floor Plan

22

L

19

- -

15

E
00 0Ooooo DDL‘

g
(Y

[ 1

NV 00 N o o A W .

N N N = = a2 a a2 a2 a 2 = o
N = O v 00 N9 o0 o N NN -2 o

g 1L fe
WL
LY Hl B
K T
HHRS

PN

RATHE

A,B,C...

My Book

— {40 S B 5

AL
TG
ECEE ARSI o

BT FEIL A E  Square Word Calligraphy and the Classroom

Brilliant Mountain Flowers Magazine
Shattered Jade

Early Drawings and Prints
Big Tire

Five Series of Repetitions
Book from the Sky

Ghosts Pounding the Wall
A,B,C...

My Book

A Case Study of Transference
Cultrual Animal

Telephone

Silkworm Series

ARG — (UFRE) #51 Landscript

SR

o] A R 7
GEEs
IFFEILKE
Hi

T PR

Tobacco Project

Where Dose the Dust Itself Collect?
Background Story

Magic Carpet

Mustard Seed Garden Landscape Scroll
Book from the Ground

The Character of Characters

12

13

10
11

1 Mg
Brilliant Mountain Flowers
Magazine
1975-1976

M£: - 4% Mimeograph on paper, 27 x 19.5 cm (closed), 27 x 39 cm
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Near the end of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976),
Xu Bing graduated from the Affiliated High School

of Peking University, and was “sent down” to Yanqing
County outside of Beijing as part of the “Down to the
Countryside” policy. There he did agricultural work
for the Huapen Village government from 1974 to 1977.
Huapen was located deep in the Taihang mountains.
Although the area was impoverished, its appearance
remained larger unchanged from antiquity. During this
period Xu Bing became deeply involved in traditional
folk culture. When not doing farm work, he produced
copious sketches of rural life, and also took part in
community cultural events.

The handmade, mimeographed Brilliant Mountain
Flowers Magazine was a cultural journal that basically
disseminated Communist Party propaganda and
slogans. Each issue was a run of 500 copies. The
intended readership was local farming people. It also
served as an important record of Xu Bing’s participation
in editing and farm work. The woodblock print
illustrations presented the simple, rustic life of the
locals overcoming hardship. When Xu Bing made
areturn visit in 2005, the farmer Zhou Shangchun
presented him with a complete set of all the issues of
Brilliant Mountain Flowers Magazine, which he had kept
for over 30 years.

In the view of Xu Bing, Brilliant Mountain Flowers
Magazine was his first artwork on the subject of “books.”
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By the end of 1977, Xu Bing had returned to Beijing and
passed China’s National Higher Education Entrance
Examination, gaining admission to the China Central
Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) and entering the
department of printmaking. The most representative
woodblock print artists of the 1930s and 1940s Li Hua
(1907-1994) and Gu Yuan (1919-1996) still taught at the
department at that time, and they became important
mentors of Xu Bing.

While at university Xu Bing performed exceptionally
well and once won first place in a student art
competition. At the same time he traveled to remote
regions throughout China, getting involved in the life of
the people at many levels in the capacity of an artist, and
producing many realistic portraits of daily life.

The collection of pocket-sized woodblock prints
Shattered Jade includes over 150 works, produced during
his student days at CAFA (1977-1981) and his early years
as a teacher there. Taking farming communities as their
subject matter, these small pictures reflect the fondness
Xu felt for that period of simple country life after leaving
the countryside and entering the art academy. Some

of these works were included in exhibitions in several
countries in Europe, the Americas and Japan. Worthy

of note is that this group of prints appeared after the
Cultural Revolution ended, forming a vivid contrast

to the “false,” “grandiose,” “empty” forms of that era.
Consequently, they had a genuine impact on the Chinese
printmaking world of the day, particularly printmaking
department students.

Some of the prints in the Shattered Jade series clearly
reveal Xu Bing’s puissant engraving style. The works’
small yet dynamic images possess directness and a
distinctive aesthetic quality. In addition to the pure
contrast of black and white, some are printed in multiple
colors. In its expression of subject and style of image,
Shattered Jade evokes associations with the pictorial
bricks of the Eastern Han era (25-220), as both reflect the
sprawling scenes of peasant life in China. A set of works
created over the course of a full decade, Shattered Jade is
quite representative of Xu Bing’s early style.

3 FUIE R E

Early Drawings and Prints
1980s
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1985 AZIMt# Woodblock print, 46 x 61 cm
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1979-1980
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Starting in his days as a student at China Central
Academy of Fine Arts, Xu Bing became deeply involved
in depicting the lives of ordinary people. Beginning in
1981, he took a position at his alma mater, teaching
basic courses in sketching and woodblock printing
technique and design. For this, he wrote Notes on
Sketching Pedagogy at the length of 100,000 characters. In
addition to venturing afield to sketch outdoor scenes,
he traveled to such locales as Dunhuang, Dazu and
Xi’an to inspect, and copy, the remains of ancient
Chinese art. In the process of painting natural scenes
and copying historical artwork, Xu left behind many
drafts and notebooks. The sketchbooks in this area are
authentic examples of his early-period drafts.

Also in the early 1980s, Xu Bing began to win
affirmation at international exhibitions and a few art
competitions in China. For example, he was featured at
the Salon de Printemps in France. His sketches of
natural landscapes or daily life also served as crucial
references for the subject matter of his woodblock and
copperplate prints of this period. What was different
was that the sketches had a more vivid sense of
authenticity of place and spatial perspective; when
converted to the media of woodblock or copperplate
prints, the visual composition became more
conceptual, even tending toward flatness. For example,
some of Xu’s monochromatic woodblock prints of the
middle to late 1980s — including the currently exhibited
works Nature 1 - Mountain Place (1985), Nature 2 - A Seed
(1985), Big River (1987), and Haystack Reflection (1987)
—depicted farmlands and natural landscapes with
mountains and streams. The sense of proximity and
height in the pictures was effected through a
partitioning of visual fields, mainly with minimal lines.
When used to illustrate the textural formations of the
land or landscapes — for example, field crops, trees,
houses, or waves on a river — this method tended to
make the images appear modular. Expressed with
repetitive lines, it not only highlighted the works’
semi-abstract quality, but also revealed an awareness
and intention of conceptuality.
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In the post-Cultural Revolution era, two distinct
movements arose within the Chinese art community.
On the one hand, “Scar Art” appeared within the
context of official art museums, debuting at the
National Art Exhibition in 1979. On the other hand, the
“Stars Group,” a collective of artists working privately
outside the establishment, also surfaced in 1979. They
held exhibitions in an informal space outside the metal
fence of the National Art Museum of China in Beijing.
After being open for a mere two days, the exhibition
was forcibly closed by public security forces. Following
this exhibition, the Stars Group became known as the
starting point for avant-garde art and contemporary art
in China.

Beginning in 1985, the 85 Movement (1985-1989)
began to unfold, more broadly integrating elite young
artists both inside and outside the academy, its range
eventually expanding to include artists from all over
China. This was a major wave of avant-garde and
contemporary art in China. And prior to its rise, Xu Bing
had already entered the master’s program at the Central
Academy of Fine Arts while still a university teacher,
deeply involved in painting ordinary life and
conducting surveys of folk art in such places as
northern Shaanxi Province.
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To create a new artistic language and a spiritual utopia
was the major aim of the ’85 Movement. Big Tire was Xu
Bing’s work of this period. It took place on June 18, 1986
when Xu, along with a few other young CAFA
instructors, engaged in their first experiment in art
action, exploring the concept of printing and its
possibilities. About 10 people joined together to roll a
truck tire, nearly two meters high, from the main gate
of their academy along major thoroughfares and small
lanes and into an exhibition space. Finally, they
concretely and symbolically left a color print of the tire
track on the floor of the gallery.

With Big Tire Xu posed the concept of a circular,
reversible and everlasting “imprint transfer,” greatly
expanding the definition of print beyond a form of
painting or a means to reproduce text and pictures.
Because it was a performance and an installation, this
work could only be documented with photographs
from that time, affording us today a glimpse at the real
conditions at that moment. Nevertheless, this
“happening,” and the conceptual transformation it
signaled, had a profound effect on the future
development of his art, and continued to generate
change. Put simply, in Xu Bing’s hands, the medium and
form of print gradually grew into a far-reaching mode of
conceptual artistic expression.
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Five Series of Repetitions
1986-1987

HH Field 1987 Wi# Woodblock print on paper, 54.5 x 964 cm
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As a graduate student, Xu Bing became intrigued with
the concept of the print as an “indirect” painting,

and its special quality of “multiplicity.” Five Series of
Repetitions, which he started in 1986, took multiplicity
as its conceptual starting point. Xu released this work,
along with the copperplate print Stone Series, for his
1987 master’s program thesis exhibition. Slightly
later the same year, he gathered his thoughts and
creative experiences on printing in the article “New
Explorations and Re-recognition of Multiplicitous
Painting.”

Xu wrote: “Multiple, standardized copies are the key
characteristic that sets printing apart from other

forms of painting. Only by following this thread

can one discover the unique qualities of print art.”

In his essay, he analyzed Western contemporary art,
critiquing, for example, Andy Warhol (1928-1987)

and expressing the opinion that “printing has a more
intimate, direct relationship with modern art than other
categories of painting.” Especially when considering its
“replicability,” printing is actually “a form filled with a
modern-feeling cadence.”

According to Xu, in his graduation project he “attempted
to use the purest possible method of printing.” In fact,
in his experimentation with Five Series of Repetitions,

he consciously employed a new method of print
production: Firstly, he integrated the creative process
into the work itself. And secondly, he challenged the
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outer limits of the material. Unprecedentedly, Five Series
of Repetitions documented the woodblock engraving
process, which most prints do not publicly reveal —
something that has even been called a pioneering work.

Put simply, he visually conveyed each stage of the
production process. He started with a completely

black print from a wood block without any carvings

on it. The final panel was white, “printed” from the
same wood block, with all the knife marks completely
scraped off. Two of the five series, for example, are the
11-panel composition Ziliudi and the 13-panel Fields. As
Xu put it: “Eleven pictures, all of them printed from the
same block. Here, I used another form of multiplicity,
engraving and printing at the same time. The first
panelis a printing of the whole block before it had been
carved. In the second panel appears the initial carving...
On this foundation, I continued to carve and print, and
the image began to disappear, until in the 11th panel

it had become the white paper itself, except for a few
marks along the margins.”

Generally speaking, the expression of time in most
paintings is symbolic and implied, or even compressed.
Xu Bing used a block of wood to reproduce a place, and
in the image he concretely conveyed the transformation
of space in stages, according to a linear arrangement

of time, as if time were “decompressed,” allowing the
viewer to behold a “process.” Taken as a whole, this
printed piece, mounted in one long row, starts with
absolutely nothing and becomes a little something,
and ultimately returns to nothing again. This method
not only expresses the alteration of space and time,

but also metaphorically suggests the transmigration

of life. It may have even portended that, in the wake of
the “Reform and Opening Up” policy, China’s farming
villages and land would face dramatic changes.

‘What is certain is that, at least starting with Five Series of
Repetitions, adopting a “process” as a means of expressing
a concept had already established itself as the standard
modus operandi for Xu Bing’s art in the future.

A, .
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Book from the Sky
1987-1991

#RUKIR AL R %K # Xu Bing working on Book from the Sky, Beijing, 1987
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“One day in 1986, I was thinking about something else,
but instead ended up thinking about a book that no one
could make sense of. That thought really moved me...”
Thus, in July of 1987, after Xu Bing had finished with
his master’s program thesis exhibition, he immediately
started preparations for making Book from the Sky.

Regarding the nature of Book from the Sky, Xu Bing
hasnoted that from the outset he had a number of
specific ideas. Firstly, “this book would not be a book
per se, and all of its contents would be empty, but it
would still be very much like a book.” Secondly, “the
process of completing this book must be the process for
a ‘real book.” Thirdly, “every detail of this book, every
procedure, must be performed precisely, rigorously,
meticulously.”

In terms of form, Xu hoped this book would “not
appear to be the work of an untrained person, but made
knowledgably,” that it would exude a “very cultured,”
“classic” feeling. At the same time, Xu emphasized:
“The product had to be engraved and printed by hand.
That’s the only way the printed object could feel
formal. It needed to be treated seriously; it had to do
with the truth.” Consequently, for the book’s script, he
considered choosing the Song form (Note: the “Song
form” to which Xu refers is commonly known as the
Ming form in Taiwan), because the Song form is also
known as the “official form.” “Usually it is used in
important documents and for serious matters. It is the
script with the least reference to personal emotions, the
most formal.”

For Book from the Sky, Xu Bing created over 4,000 “false”
characters, because “around four thousand characters
appear in everyday (Chinese) reading material...
Whoever can grasp more than four thousand characters
can read, and counts as an intellectual.” According to Xu

SRAIER 4 E Mixed media installation
A B 5% On loan from the Hong Kong Museum of Art
Je3f i Installation at Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2014
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Bing’s design, although they are fake characters, they
must “be similar to Chinese characters to the greatest
degree possible, but also not be Chinese characters.”
Therefore, he imitated the rules for creating characters,
making reference to the sequential relationship of
brushstrokes, from least to most, as set out in the Kangxi
Dictionary, fabricating his own orderly, yet ersatz,
characters.

Overcoming such technical problems as engraving
and assembling the movable type blocks to be laid out
and printed, Xu had completed over 2,000 characters
by the latter half of 1988. The National Art Museum

of China had given him an exhibition slot in October.
His exhibition, “The Art of Xu Bing,” was intended to
underscore the importance of the printing process.

At the exhibition site, he hung three long scrolls in

the center of the hall, and on the floor he placed fake
“books” made with stitched binding and butterfly
binding — an early form of installation similar to the
configuration we see today. Interestingly, the work had
originally been titled “An Analyzed Reflection of the
‘World: the Final Volume of the Century,” but in time
people began calling it Book from the Sky on their own,
and cheerfully following good advice, Xu embraced it.

Although the exhibition provoked controversy inside
and outside China’s art world, in his own mind Xu was
certain of the appearance this “book” should have. He
decided to make it all over again, and engraved a new
set of characters. Simply carving the first set of more
than 2,000 characters had taken him nearly a year. By
the time he had completed the new version with 4,000
characters, he no longer wished to produce the book
with woodblock printing ink. Instead, through an
introduction from Zhonghua Book Company, he found
a traditional press that specialized in printing old-style
books, in Hanying Village on the outskirts of Beijing.
As it turns out, one printing took two years’ time. Later,
Xu Bing wrote: “In the past, the first print run for a new
publication was a major event, to be done with red
cinnabar ink. I didn’t understand all that at the time. If
I'had, I would have made five sets of Book from the Sky in
red ink.”

Although formed completely of fake characters, Book
from the Sky possesses its own “rigorous logic and
structure,” punctiliously including “preface, page
numbers, title, table of contents, subtitles, general
introduction, chapter introductions, postscripts,
footnotes, headnotes, and passage endings,” according
to Xu Bing. It is specifically this rigorous logic and
structure that “strictly ‘manages’ the beginning,
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sequence and scope of this pile of ‘words.” This makes
the part that is managed appear to be even more empty.”
If one can view Book from the Sky —in conjunction with
the words of Xu Bing — as a metaphor, then what it
reflects or describes is China of that era and its cultural
milieu, or even, at a deep level, its system or structure.

The artist printed 120 sets of Book from the Sky. Each set
had four volumes, and a total of 604 pages. Each set was
encased in a walnut wood box specially made by an

old carpenter from Handan in Hebei Province. Because
of the many detailed procedures involved, the book’s
manufacture was not announced as complete until the
fall of 1991. Prior to this, in July 1990, Xu had gone to the
United States and did not know when he would return
to China.

Looking back later, Xu said: “From 1987 to 1991, what
did I do? All T can say is: there was a person who spent
four years doing something that didn’t say anything.”
In reality, after it was printed, Book from the Sky quickly
appeared in exhibitions overseas and allowed Xu Bing
torise in the international art world during the 1990s,
inciting impassioned discussion in Western academic
circles. Put simply, adopting the context of China as

its starting point, Book from the Sky considered the
connections between textual and linguistic systems, on
the one hand, and culture and establishments, on the
other, as well as the national psychology, traditions and
historical ways of thought that arise as a consequence.
This seemingly inarticulate, unreadable Book from

the Sky not only stimulated its viewers to muse on
China and its traditions, but also prompted a host of
interpretations and commentaries from international
scholars in a variety of fields, from literature to history
to philosophy.

7 RITHE
Ghosts Pounding the Wall
1990-1991

AEA M SEE Mixed media installation

Installation at Elvehjem Museum of Art, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1991
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Xu Bing and his crew working on scarffolding installed on the
Jinshanling section of the Great Wall, Beijing, 1990

In 1990 Xu Bing confirmed that he was about to

leave China but was unsure when he might return.
Therefore, he decided to undertake a project he had long
contemplated: “making a rubbing of a huge natural
object.” At the time his premise was that anything with
an uneven surface could be transformed into a print,

by transferring its impression onto a two-dimensional
plane. In May of that year, after making all the necessary
preparations, he went to Jinshan Ridge in a remote

area of Beijing Municipality, along with some friends,
students and local farmers. Working for nearly a month,
they made rubbings of three faces of a beacon tower and
a section of the Great Wall of China.

In the history of Chinese calligraphy, making
impressions of classic stone tablets has been a tradition
since ancient times. However, in undertaking this
project, Xu was actually expanding upon the idea of
“transferring the imprints of a real object” that he

had explored earlier on with Big Tire (1986). It also

had significance as a work of performance art and
conceptual art. Compared to Book from the Sky, which
Xu produced by himself, making a rubbing/imprint of
the Great Wall — an object with enormous symbolic
import politically, militarily, culturally and politically—
amounted to viewing this colossal architectural mass as
amaterial text with temporal and spatial qualities.

Stated in a different manner, it was as if Xu Bing viewed
the Great Wall as a “book,” as if he was converting
the solid form of the wall into a manufactured print.
Book from the Sky could not be read or comprehended.
Yet, conversely, after the Great Wall of China—a
composite of natural wind and water erosion and a
manmade historical structure — was converted into a
printed rubbing, it was not necessarily impossible to
read, perceive or intuit, even though it had no text or
language. One merely needed to observe the abstract
marks left by the caresses of time and space.
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One side note worth mentioning is that even though
Book from the Sky had twice been exhibited within the
hallowed halls of the National Art Museum of China,
in October 1988 and February 1989 (albeit still under
the title An Analyzed Reflection of the World, etc.), it had
been denigrated by conservative critics in the wake of
the June 1989 Tiananmen Incident as “the art of ghosts
pounding a wall” — implying that the artist’s thinking
and his works were problematical and self-absorbed.
Xu did not attempt any rebuttal, but instead directly
appropriated the phrase “Ghosts Pounding the Wall” as
the title of his imprint of the Great Wall of China.

Before Xu Bing moved to the United States in July of
1990, the post-production for Ghosts Pounding the Wall
was not yet finished. In 1991 the incomplete work was
sent to the USA. Xu was only able to finish the final
steps of production with the assistance of the Elvehjem
Museum of Art (today, the Chazen Museum of Art) at
the University of Wisconsin-Madison. In December

of that year, the museum formally exhibited Ghosts
Pounding the Wall, along with Five Series of Repetitions and
Book from the Sky, which he had completed earlier in
China. This was his first exhibition in America.

Ghosts Pounding the Wall is an enormous work comprised
of several large-scale rubbings joined together. When
the installation is exhibited, the entire work is divided
into three parts. At Taipei Fine Arts Museum, the first
part, an impression of the Great Wall, hangs from the
center of the elevated lobby ceiling down to a heap

of dirt on the floor. This section is composed of six
different rubbings of varying widths, in the general
range of one meter. If the full length were opened up,
this rubbing of a section of the Great Wall running
along Jinshan Ridge — specifically, the walkway on top
of the wall and the left and right parapets on either side—
would be 32 meters long. The other two parts, hanging
down along the left and right walls of the lobby, are
rubbings of two sides of a beacon tower storehouse—
each composed of 11 segments approximately one
meter wide and 13 meters long.

When he was conceptualizing the work, what
interested the artist was the special significance of
rubbings as a method of documentation. They are
fundamentally different from such modes of image
documentation as videos or photographs, which in
comparison are mere shadows. The power of rubbings
comes from their once having had direct and material
contact with the genuine historical object.

Some people have described Ghosts Pounding the Wall as
the world’s largest print. Xu Bing, however, comments:
“Back then I was young. My ambition was big, so I did
things big.”
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TH AR TR R > AT B T R PR
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AP R E B AT > E R 2610353
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M) =FERR o

i N SRR AR > AN DB SCF R P OCE R - B
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B A — LE PR 4
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After moving to the United States, Xu Bing continued to
contemplate the nature of text, and remained acutely
sensitive regarding written language. There, he turned
his cultural focus to English. A, B, C... was his first work
made in the USA. Through this artwork, it is not
difficult to deduce his circumstances as an English
student. Shortly thereafter he entered the University of
South Dakota in pursuit of a master’s degree, studying
contemporary printmaking, papermaking and
traditional Western bookbinding techniques. At the
time Xu felt a particularly urgent need to learn English;
however, as he acknowledges, his mastery of the
language proceeded at a relatively slow pace.

When bridging two cultures, the respective
languages must be mutually converted, for the sake
of communication, learning and understanding. The
work A, B, C... reflects how strange meanings can
emerge when Chinese characters are used to
transliterate Roman letters. The work is comprised of
36 oversized ceramic cubes representing a
transliteration of the 26 letters of the Roman
alphabet to Chinese characters. For example, “A” is
transliterated as “=” — which is pronounced ai but
means “sadness.” “B” becomes “1%” (“opposite”); “C”
becomes “P§” (“west”); and “W” becomes the three
Chinese characters “4£7i /~”(“big cloth six”).

Intriguingly, several of these transliterations convey
ominous, or even negative, connotations in Chinese.
For example: “F” becomes “J#i % (“cancer husband”);
“H” becomes “JfE#i” (“cancer idiot”); “I” becomes “I%”
(“oh”); “L” becomes “J# flf” (“cancer you”); “M”
becomes “J# £ (“cancer mother”); “P” becomes “Jie”
(“fart”); “V” becomes “fé” (“danger”); and “Z” becomes
“BB” (“thief”). These seemingly logical
transliterations actually underscore a sense of
awkwardness and absurdity. To a certain degree, the
process also projects Xu’s difficulties when first
grappling with an English-language environment.



English | Chinese Sound Meaning

letter character | (pinyin)

A i ai SOITOW

B {14 bi other

. (7] xi west

D iy di earth

E yi one

F LIPS ai fu cancer / father

G $al Ji lonesome

H S T ai chi cancer / crazy

1 g ai oh

J I Jie lying between

K Wl kai triumphant

L RN ai er cancer / you

M o B ai mu cancer / mother
N 738 en graciousness

0] K ou Europe

P Jié pi fart

Q | kou knocking on

R [3af 7% aer [a] / you

S 9o Wy ai si cancer / [si]

T s ti respect as brother
U [ you quiet

V 1, wei danger

w EAG 7S da bu liu | reaching / cloth / six
X J4 i 3 ai ke si cancer / gram / [si]
X A wai outside

7 Tk 2 thief

Note: Brackets [ ] indicate characters are used primarily
for phonetic representation.

#I8% Phonetic table from A, B C..

9 My Book
1992

fii# Woodblock print on paper, 35 x 250 cm

(My Book) R LA (A, B, C..) B MLRE - i— 258
JE thy A R B o TR O LA — S A O
He S B R S o AR B BT b 5 AT
BEBRIKTE (A, B, C..) F o B 400 4 56 1 I
[ RSO ) B o

Btz b > HH ERSCT AR iR UG E
TR R B AR G BRI TR AL - AR Z TR R
) b BRAMGRHT T HHEAR R
R EE 0 B A SMBUR ARSI [T o A
B — AR IE > Mk A G & o

{My Book) 9T il B fig B i I BR 51D
R ARTR] > A2 DATR] — 3 A 2 R m =
Wiy B 2 B B T 00 2 R AR o MUK B R Y > OR
G HARZIN - A > (My Book) B B 58 Ul
E SR 1 A LA i —— 8 1o o 2 R i A
HEPHLGG - B TRE) EREREEBZE S E
MR 11 o

My Bookis an elaboration of the work A, B, C... in the
form of a woodblock print. The image is of a hardcover
book, typeset and bound in traditional Western fashion.
The book is open to a page that shows a comparison
table of the English-to-Chinese transliteration system
Xu developed in A, B, C....

In addition, the words on the page seem to have been
formed of a printed script of the Roman alphabet
strongly reminiscent of calligraphy, but just like Xu’s
previous Book from the Sky, they are actually ersatz
words. That is to say, the volume Xu calls “My Book,”
which from the outside seems to be a classic tome, is
also empty within, impossible to read or comprehend.

The structure of My Book is similar to the earlier
woodblock print Five Series of Repetitions, in that it also
repeatedly uses the same block and reveals the process
of carving the wood in stages. In this instance, the wood
block itself is also on display. In My Book only five
panels were actually completed and printed — from an
entirely unengraved black panel up to the image of “My
Book” in its completed form, where it abruptly stops.
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A Case Study of Transference

1M ks

Cultural Animal
1993-1994

C— ARG I BIFTE ) T A s S A8 Al v O PRI A YE A T4
A Case Study of Transference, printing on pig prior to performance
Han Mo Arts Center, Beijing, 1994

JRE 19944 VG HE 2 [ 37 R IF 1 & i S Al 1 ik R =
& RUKAE1993 IR HEAR — 1 LAFE £ A (0 O 8L
FEG o B i b AR AE AT IR RO I - R E R
SRJRE > AL > BEEREIB|AGS > AT SC I E R -

fb AL T R AR E S By SRR 5 SR AL £
Frrfte o [ IR 2 v g A R A IF A R A A
TR ER BA FuC]  HETT IS R R o JRUAS SR B
TTPAM M BB RO ek 5 AR > [N A A N
1,598 40 o 40T P 1 R RSB o A5 2R > 19944F
THS AT B EBM NBEER S E AR A -

JES R BCE T — W K Ry B 5 IR > Hb g
2% RERE SCAY ARG o BAREIRY - WY& B b BN 173 3C
TR —— AR EN AR B30 BEREEN R 1y
PR RPIE E) ~ BRI S o BB (—
TR G -

AR BE B o JRUASHE O 5 75 7R 23 A AR 1 ST
fLERBE > ATRER R Ml A TAF 5 &8 fb MR
ARESEGE - F B EFA A o BB — R
JEE IO P 15 S5 o BRET BRI AR BRERIOAN RS
W ARERE - T AR R RYE  ZRUKSE - (AR mI&E
SERRANEW - & LA [CORER 14
g DAFCRARER Jr 3 (28] 2 - BAIFEMAE A
Mg T — M R EISGT  BR R E WA N5
EERARFN o I > BHTRKBRBNBRER
BT A8 [ B AL e R B Y sl B i e
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At the end of 1993, Xu Bing conceived of a new art
project, in response to an invitation from the Reina
Sofia Museum of Art in Spain, to submit a proposal for
an exhibition in 1994. It would be a conceptual artwork
with a pig as protagonist. Because of his interlude as a
peasant worker early in life, he had experience raising
pigs. He decided to return to Beijing to embark on
preliminary experiments.

He partnered with Fengliang Pig Farm in Beijing,

and borrowed space to conduct his experiment at
Hanmo Art Center, one of China’s first private non-
profit organizations, located in downtown Beijing’s
Wangfujing district. Originally, he intended to do the
experiment and record data behind closed doors, but on
the advice of friends he allowed colleagues in Beijing’s
art circles to visit and observe. Ultimately, on the
afternoon of January 8, 1994, more than 200 people were
on hand to view the proceedings.

In the center of the exhibition space, he built a 5 square-
meter pigpen, filling the floor with a thick layer of
printed materials in various languages. When the
exhibition opened, two pigs with text printed on them
—aboar with fake English and a sow with fake Chinese
—moved around, went into heat and mated in the
exhibition space. Xu titled the project A Case Study of
Transference.

An interesting discovery was that, contrary to his
initial concerns that the pigs would be nervous in the
unfamiliar cultural habitat of an art gallery and refuse
to perform, they were in fact driven by instinct and
ignored the human spectators in their excitement.
Indeed, it was the viewers who felt embarrassed by the
scene. The result of this environmental transference
was that it exposed not the pigs’ inability to adapt,

but the restricted nature of human beings. Xu Bing
observed: “Those two living creatures without any

¥ R
CALE YY) F/ AR A EM AR > ATl rpuG
Cultural Animal: performance with pig and manneguin
Han Mo Arts Center, Beijing, 1994

TETCHBMAR b SR [ A RAT /) 5188tk vk ity L
R o BRTCRCBR TR Y AR K B Uk — 1 S
Wby B EDIEET > IR TR SRR S B R
N> RN —REHOEM A o &R > SRR T
S MEAR WAL 5 > B Y SRR 5 8 FE 1Y
1By - BRAE AAR SRR -

AR FE RN SR - AR UK B T A% ) SR
A BRI 55 - TERERCR < B UR
R BRSO VE R R R SR A T (3
By ) AR o AR SRR A SOR R
RAEBRR AL S - PR AN BRI AR KA N Ty
EIR— I L | 1998 FE B A i ACHE R -

19944E1 H 10 H » 4R PRI B B it 50 8% A7 [l 4R 4
HE > PO L A R > RIE R
e 5 00 i e 4V A 2 32 AR UK DA R B 1 R
Ny R FE TR A o &> fRiksE—
SRR HEAT R - WA FE R EERE B L o
B SCTA T B o MR > (IR R BRI
LM X fEFZ R 5 fEAA) ~ 5
JEBANE W RS > g HeR I R -

e > R S AT E ) A (LB
Yy ) BREE T R [ AT o o R M AN e R R 1
SRR o R A GRS R SR ED T T R BT A i
W FAPTE 5 BB [ BIR > R
[ g mY B RE B - i EL S I e B A 2 T
BHNLE o
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artificial consciousness, whose bodies were labeled
with the ‘marks of civilization,” engaged in ‘exchange’
according to their most basic instinct. This work
gave people a setting for contemplation. The viewers
watched the behavior of two pigs, but what they
thought about was human affairs.” Here, the artist
viewed his past experiences raising pigs as a “process
of experimentation with animals, related to social
science.”

During the experimental process, the “natural behavior”
of the pigs raised Xu’s interest. On the second day of

the experimental exhibition, he placed a human-like
mannequin in the pen with the boar. Manufactured in
advance, the mannequin had fake Chinese characters
printed on its body and was smeared with the scent

of the real sow. The result proved that pigs’ erotic
responses are triggered by their sense of smell. It was the
sow’s scent that set the boar in motion, not any visual
stimulation.

Through the boar’s response to the mannequin, Xu
Bing tested the pig’s level of sensitivity, anticipating
dramatic, spontaneous and absurd results. During the
exhibition, the pig’s fervent sexual response to the
mannequin was recorded and became the work Cultural
Animal During the process Xu Bing invited his friend
Ai Weiwei to make a video documentary. The human
mannequin was actually modeled on Xu Bing himself. It
was not until 1998 that these images were released.

On January 10, 1994, Xu carried the documentation

of his experiment back to New York. At the time

some reactions to the event had already appeared in
the Western media. The Reina Sofia Museum of Art
ultimately declined Xu’s request for live pigs as part

of his exhibition and only printed pictures of the
experiment in the exhibition catalogue. Be that as it
may, a year later Xu embarked on a second experiment,
this time switching the fake Chinese and English
printing on the male and female pigs. Later, he was able
to exhibit A Case Study of Transference in many places,
in the form of video projection. He also performed live
exhibitions of pigs in New York, Munich and Ireland.

Regardless of how they were achieved, both A Case
Study of Transference and Cultural Animal created

a spectacle, throwing a spotlight on the resulting
embarrassing, ludicrous situations. When the artist
printed false Chinese or English text on the live pigs and
the mannequin, he clearly did so to convey a message:
The relationship of “exchange” projected here was
unmistakably acted out in the form of “theater of the
absurd,” filled with irrational and violent dissonance.



12 W56
Telephone

1996-2006

Z k= A8 Multiple languages translation

AFGEE W R AR Rl > [F] R > A]
R BZ AT 2 T8 R R VKOBR 9 2 A% 2 S LR )
Ak TGS ) IR — RIS OB AT o TRk
At ¢ B — R P OB A - SERRIE L > L
PRI SC RSG5 RIS s AR A
FESC PGPS H3C FC MR SGRE
W3 o Fe R o I RITAR R S L > B B
XHHAFZK -

PR R P R R SR H 2 > ]
RE SR SCANRE SC 2 [ > ATAERE T T BE R I A B AR o
WARREE - 200 IEH] - BN R A AT
R [BHIRR] E IR B AR A 2EEE -

CHEEE ) b il 4 vk &R 49 58 A FL B3 (Octavio
Zaya)TE19964F P IG HEAT 5 4% » 3l (XA #e A 5%
J& o TR AL R BE ST 55— (L 2l S AETE AR AR Y
H oo UL WRIKRIFELL o R0 > AR id
ABA AN Z D7t > SRR BB E i -

HHI20054F - FRIKIEAT P EIRBERRAY A5 ) (City
Magazine) At w6 ZE907 48 B > CEES ) A 7E20064F —
WILL TRIRE] 7 B R 8 > H B O BE
SEREEEE o TRy CARTE ) AERE TR I B A S
WRUKEER) - [SEEA — @B [Telephonel (47
HEE) o —AIRER R - AR > B EAH AT
BB TR IS 10 7 VR A 7 56 B R ER B
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Can different languages truly be converted one to
another? To what degree are they convertible? This was
the subject that Xu Bing gradually became interested in
after moving to the United States. Telephone was an
experimental project exploring this topic. Xu pursued
the following method: He started with a passage of
Chinese and first had it translated into English. From
English it was translated into French, and from French
into Russian. Following this model, he had it translated
into German, Spanish, Japanese and Thai, and from
Thai back into Chinese. Finally, he compared the
original and the ultimate Chinese versions, to see how
greatly they differed.

Through this process of transference, it was possible
that the original meaning would be completely
obliterated, but a relationship of communication could
also be maintained between the source and the target
versions. If the latter scenario were the case, it would at
least attest that the act of translation, on which we have
long relied, has a trustworthy foundation.

Telephone was first initiated by Xu Bing and the New
York curator Octavio Zaya in 1996. Later, the project
was discontinued, because Zaya said that a different
artist was doing the same thing. Nevertheless, several
years later, Xu searched the Internet and made several
inquiries, but could find no evidence that such a work
had appeared.

Then in 2005, Xu Bing accepted the position of art
director of Chinese-language City Magazine, and the
work Telephone appeared in a 2006 issue as a feature on
the topic of “Translation,” allowing him to accomplish
the project that had been suspended in his mind for

B EABNINEEIRES | E

55— Original version: Chinese

FERERER BB TR R R AR B 2
T] B R 22 S8 o Tl s ) 2 A R AT A A0 A 4
2 o TR AN Ol R A R I BT -

CHICEE ) 1 SCAS R 1 5% B ATt 4 55y b i Kk B2 3E 7y
B BRI CGER S — B8
SEHEHIANEL ) (1997) BN Tl » LB (BEBEHE
T /N By ) > BTN T Bt o EHR o B
RgE R A Sl - BEEE S 2> JUHEHE T
PR R REYE > MEATERAITER S

AR > TROKIFEAEALE BIAR I o 548 TR
R 7F 2 B R A W m st 5 &R Al
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A LE 6 9 SR o B2 B A RERE B LR T S <
ik > BIORAY P SCH L T CEGEE ) SR AY IR 3C
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LY EXRNEN.
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LY FARRE,
“HAT -HEEERF-NLRNEE. REFARNTANLN
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%5 JUE 3¢ Ninth version: Chinese

many years. In the article he wrote for City Magazine, Xu
stated: “In America there’s a game called ‘Telephone.’
You say a sentence to me, and I tell it to you, and we see
what it eventually turns into. This game has been used
in the teaching programs at American universities or
research institutes... to test the degree of
misunderstanding between transmission and reception.
What they’re trying to learn is how managers can
effectively convey orders. The techniques of translation
are also the techniques of conveying information.”

For the text of Telephone, Xu chose two paragraphs
analyzing Lao She’s novel Camel Xiangzi, excerpted from
Chapter 4 of Cross-Writing: Critical Perspectives on
Narratives of Modern Intellectual History (1997) by Lydia
H. Liu, an ethnic Chinese professor at Columbia
University in New York. In fact, the book by Lydia Liu
was itself an academic discussion of cross-cultural and
cross-linguistic issues, particularly the possibilities of
translation.

Interestingly, Xu Bing originally expected Lydia Liu’s
essay to contain “that kind of prolix exposition that
overflows from many theoretical writings.” In fact, he
discovered “the writing style was very lucid and
straightforward — it was hard to find a place that was
easily misunderstood.” However, when he thought it
over, he concluded, “Using a normal text as a starting
point was the only way to prove the reliability of the
experiment.” Thus, Liu’s essay became the original text
for Telephone.



13 BEAEEEE ARSI

Silkworm Series
1994-2001

BRUKAAR AR TAEE Xu Bing at East Valley Studio, 1995

LR AR VK LAB) W 2 RE BT 10 55— {28 R S 1
4 o RE19944F M » M EARF EMTER ZHRE
0 B R R o R SRBER R . — T ARG R
TRV TR BRI A WP I 5 A4 - At B R AT
BRSO Bk —— AR A S B S —— A S B
HBEAA R 5 o TR

I AR VK 5 B 5 O B LI B B4
HAMEOMWE - HAANEEHARE > 25T 19954
A Jif 2L 9175 B (Massachusetts College of Art) )
R AR RS B A VR 0 BB S -

TRUKE RN ERC A ¢ TRREIAE — A LR
M bk &k o fEREESEA > B AAEF IR 2
Mg MR 2 8« BB ERE > SR AR
i o RENARBREMENIC(KE) - Tk
REFH ARSI SRAR B 2B RWZ T - RT
ol @R (EERERAS — - H#) (1994
95) HBAE L — ©

BESR A FLRY R ELAE B SOE Bk A% - TR KA
A R B BV - HOBTRL LA« B - 5L
T e E - WA EASETRARSE o A
TERRFREIURE G o DL CE) B0 ThikqE
HEBHAY EC T E TR AR R R P 5 Ak
BAE R AR > AR R - S MENRRE
2 B B AL - bl 2 TR A L AS IO AR A% 1Y B
FEZEHAREE L BT AE MM 5 A5
ik 4% - H R A po B A & -

T K ST DA BB R 4 A 2 B A T R 0 R
A5 o AL B SR A R 2 LA AURH R B R
b o H BB R MG 5 ok B B W 4 DR A
T R Bl o B} 45 4R AQTE T B W B S o BN
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Silkworms are another major species of animal that

Xu Bing has made the subject of his artwork. From
1994 onward he raised silkworms every summer, and
developed the practice into an art project. He raised
silkworms in the United States, partly because of his
memories of raising them as a child. Today, as an artist,
he also maintains an interest in the silkworm’s cultural
implications —as a symbol of textile culture —as well as
the phenomenon of metamorphosis.

At first, Xu procured some silkworms imported from
Japan, through a supplier of children’s education
materials. Because he was unaccustomed to Japanese
silkworms, he specially applied to legally import
Chinese silkworms to the US, for exhibition at the
Massachusetts College of Art.

In a notebook he kept on silkworm husbandry, he wrote:

“I'll have the silkworms secrete silk on a fairly large
book. In the exhibition, the silkworms should make
people feel uncomfortable, but the display should be
clean. The silkworms will move slowly, very emotional
and profound. The book’s content will be English I
create (Book from the Sky). Method: Keep the surface

of the book clean. The silk should feel dense, clean,
expressive.” This was one of his conceptual notes for
American Silkworm Series I: Silkworm Books (1994-5).

Although Xu never really did place silkworms on an
English version of Book from the Sky, he did gather

a variety of readymade printed materials, including
bibles, English dictionaries, blank books, newspapers
and computer printouts. Later, he even used the
Quotations from Chairman Mao. Xu would open up
a book to a certain page and spread out mulberry
leaves, which the silkworms would eat and excrete.
Later, they would secrete silk, and some would even
spin cocoons. Making good use of the many stages in
the insects’ growth process, he even allowed them to
metamorphose and mate and remain as moths on the

TEXBFERARG = : B#EN American Silkworm Series 3: The Opening 7c : Bi# 20> 45 P Left: initial state; right: final state
Exhibited at Bard College Center for Curatorial Studies, New York, 1998

WRAERE > HMES > HEGH, —Hikd K
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19984F » & UK 7E 41 4 [ 7T 7 5 i F 5% 2 e )

(Bard College Center for Curatorial Studies) i %
e s 3% (AEEBEE RS = B#FER) (American
Silkworm Series 3: The Opening) ° FBEH & > L)
S ) — BB RAE W b - T R BT AL I
MR RIE o BAE MR > R REROR N

HUB TGS 5 BEAR - BEEREE RO bk 250 - fR
FEIIMH] > B - SO0 P B AT £ o0 —— UL

FEEAE] JRan [3EAE] o TEMUAE ATt h s AR i L
T AN — T SRR S -

FEACIE MR S T B AR R B A EIRVR ZI 0 4
BT o R BT R R T A R AR
J5 32 R B AC AT A9 R o S ST b
DLRME &~ BRI A - B AR vk B L
AR RS o

RUK (76) B 5Lt Xu Bing (left) with sister and brother, 1956
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book pages, producing tiny black eggs. When the eggs
hatched, new silkworms would crawl out of the pages of
the book.

Xu first made books or other publications the habitat for
his silkworms. A little later, he expanded this to include
computers — symbols of contemporary technology. By
juxtaposing silkworms and computers, he underscored
the oppositional state of primitive invertebrate life
forms and the electromechanical products of the high-
tech era. When they are growing, silkworms seem to be
soft and filthy. Yet as soon as they secrete silk, they form
faces that are quite clean, but very strong and tough.
Contrasted with rigid, cold computer parts, silkworms
seem to evince a natural instinct of the soft to overcome
the hard.

In 1998 Xu presented American Silkworm Series 3: The
Opening at the Bard College Center for Curatorial
Studies. In the middle of a big hall, he inserted fresh
mulberry branches into a large flower vase. Several
hundred silkworms chewed on the mulberry leaves. The
branches, at first flourishing with leaves, were gnawed
bare, and a swarm of silkworms began spinning cocoons
on the trunk. During the exhibition, golden and silver
cocoons gradually covered the trunk and branches,
transforming their verdure into a different scene of
vivid color.

While this work employs simple methods, it also
embodies deep philosophical implications. Here, the
artist attempts to treat the art in a mode reflective of
Eastern thought. The uncertainty of things and the
gradual shifting of concepts and boundaries have long
been sources of fascination for Xu Bing.
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Square Word Calligraphy
and the Classroom
1994-2012

B ATEA . An Introduction to New English Calligraphy
1995-1998 4 A MM 4E Mixed media installation

&ALz AT Collection of Taipei Fine Arts Museum
deEfE e Installation at Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2014
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When he first went to the US, Xu Bing had
communication problems, making his life awkward for
atime. Ina 2011 article looking back on the work
Square Word Calligraphy, he recalled the linguistic
frustrations of that time: “Your thinking ability is
mature, but you have the speaking and expressive
abilities of a child... You're a respected artist, but in that
linguistic context, it’s as if you're illiterate.”

In China Xu had already produced artworks related to
Chinese. After he arrived in America, he experimented
with ways to address the English language. These
included A, B, C...(1991) and My Book (1992), which we
have already seen. Although he did not feel they were
particularly successful, they helped him “understand
the special character of a different language.” He wrote:
“Understanding the inner core of a different language
helps you understand a different culture. This
difference led me to fantasize about being able to ‘wed’
them.”

In 1993 Xu Bing began developing the project Square
Word Calligraphy. He said: “If I had always lived in the
mainland, this work would definitely never have
appeared, because the cultural conflict wouldn’t have
been so direct. And it wouldn’t have become such a
‘vital’ problem for me.” Unlike Book from the Sky,
comprised of “false characters,” Square Word Calligraphy
contained “real text” that could be read.

Xu describes himself as being “like a fanciful breeding
specialist. I definitely wanted to avoid producing a
pedigree strain. I wanted them to mix and produce a
completely different ‘species.” Thus, Square Word
Calligraphy “put together two utterly different systems
of calligraphy, Chinese and English. Like an arranged
marriage —even if they didn’t fit, they had to fit.” His
method was to combine Chinese calligraphy and
English lettering. “Through this kind of English
calligraphy, I gave the West a calligraphic culture with
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CHITTTFHE) HFl# Textbook from An Introduction to Square Word Calligraphy
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an Eastern form... This text is suspended between two
concepts. It belongs, and yet doesn’t belong, to both
sides. When people write it, they really don’t know
whether they’re writing Chinese or English,” Xu says.

“Square Word Calligraphy,” which he also called “Xu’s
New English Calligraphy,” was a new form that looked
Chinese but was really English. He presented it in the
form of an installation, changing an art gallery or
museum into a classroom: “In the classroom were desks
and chairs, a blackboard, television equipment,
instructional charts, textbooks, brushes, ink, paper and
inkstones. Visitors would enter a ‘Chinese Calligraphy
Classroom,’ but after taking part, they’d discover they
were really learning to write... English.”

For his calligraphy classroom, Xu produced textbooks, a
videotape, and traditional tracing books. Visitors arriving
at the exhibition site entered a place of learning. Both
ethnic Chinese and Westerners, when confronted with
this “Oriental calligraphy for English culture,” had a
special experience like none other before.

In 1998 Taipei Fine Arts Museum invited Xu Bing to
exhibit Square Calligraphy Classroom as part of the
Taipei Biennial. It later became part of the museum’s
official collection. (At the time it was called Introduction
to New English Calligraphy (1995-1998).) As part of the
current solo exhibition, the work is being re-exhibited,
in the hope that many members of the public will
enthusiastically take part, not only becoming
acquainted with “Square Word Calligraphy,” but also
enjoying the interesting experience of writing it.
Additionally, drafts and production tools used by Xu
while developing his teaching materials will also be on
display.
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Four Poems of W. B. Yeats 2008

# ~ Ak Ink on paper 345x 161 (3)
FLNUWLH Pravite collection

“In contemporary art, new blood often comes from
outside of art,” Xu wrote. “The utility and
reproducibility of Square Word Calligraphy is the part I
really like.” In this conversion, at once familiar and
unfamiliar, people’s customary concepts of culture are
challenged, and this creates room for greater thought,
allowing them to rediscover the origins of cognition. In
2010 Xu received a request from Australia’s Ministry of
Education to include Square Word Calligraphy in a new
1Q test. International cognitive scientists are also using
Square Word Calligraphy in experiments to determine
how people’s psychophysiological systems process such
“conceptual obfuscation.”

Since developing the Square Word Calligraphy system,
Xu has employed it in his own calligraphy. Displayed in
his Calligraphy Classroom are a few of Xu’s own works,
including Four Poems by W.B. Yeats (2008) and Spring
River Flowing Moonlight (2008). The former are works by
the Irish Nobel laureate William Butler Yeats (1865—
1939); the latter is an English translation of a classic
Chinese text by the early Tang poet Zhang Ruoxu (ca.
660—ca. 720).

Worth mentioning is that in 1999 the prestigious
MacArthur Foundation of the United States gave Xu a
“Genius Grant” (MacArthur Fellowship) in recognition
of his “originality, creativity, self-direction, and capacity
to contribute importantly to society, particularly in
printmaking and calligraphy.”
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Landscript

1999-2013

[ BRfEsH ] 854 Himalayan Sketch
1999 # - #& Ink on Nepalese paper, 21.4 x 28 cm
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In 1999 Xu Bing, along with five other international
artists, took part in the project “Delicate Balance: Six
Routes to the Himalayas” curated by Kiasma Museum of
Contemporary Art in Helsinki, Finland. As part of this
project, the artists traveled to Nepal and “lived deep” in
the Himalayas for a month.

This project led Xu to pick up his sketchbook and paint
some real life scenes. Yet he expressed these “scenes”
with Chinese characters. They were “pictures” that Xu
intentionally made with text. He sat on a mountain,
looking at a real mountain, and wrote the Chinese word
for mountain (IlI). (In fact, he was actually drawing a
mountain, because in Chinese writing “mountain” and
drawing a mountain amount to the same thing, and the
Chinese word for mountain is shaped like a mountain.)
At the time his thoughts were: through this method he
could completely forget about the historical discussion
regarding the stylistic and conceptual relationship
between calligraphy and painting, and directly make
contact with the most essential and the most unique
part of Chinese culture.

China has long had a tradition that “calligraphy and
painting have the same origins.” The relationship
between the two is generally discussed in terms of
brush style. Xu, however, intuited a connection akin

to semiotic meaning. For example, The Mustard Seed
Garden Painting Manual (first published in 1679) seems
similar to a dictionary in Xu Bing’s eyes. The strokes
required to paint bamboo or conifer trees, or which
texture strokes are needed to paint which kinds of rocks,
are all spelled out in a “character table.” When students
learn to paint, they diligently memorize these strokes,
just as if they were memorizing words. Later, they can
use these “signs” to depict anything in the world.
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FRUKAEH B AL Xu Bing in the Himalayan Mountain, 1999

Xu Bing’s landscape-in-script was a unique way to “read
ascene.” Put simply, he returned the visual images of
landscapes to a form of linguistic interpretation. This
kind of transliteration forces the viewer to reassess

the traditional structure of landscape paintings. His
Landscript also disassembles the syntax of landscape
paintings. At first glance, the viewer seems to see

a conceptual draft — such formative elements as
mountains, water, trees and stones, as well as their
changing categories, have all been reduced to text,
expressed in calligraphy. In this way the viewer

directly confronts the core syntax the artist uses when
conceiving and structuring a landscape. Here, landscape
paintings are a kind of deeply rooted language structure,
and this method of deconstruction reveals the paradigm
of thought hidden behind this formal system.

Historically, Chinese literati have pursued the “three
perfections” of the arts: poetry, calligraphy and painting.
Xu Bing’s Landscript series may be seen as an alternative
idea, integrating calligraphy, painting and “shaped
poetry” in one new artistic unity.

16 JERGHEH
Tobacco Project
1999-2011

CRBHEE) Ist Class
Virginia version, 2011, Approx. 1500 x 600 cm
JesfiE i Installation at Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2014
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In 1999 Xu Bing accepted an invitation to lecture at
Duke University and serve as artist-in-residence. He
still recalls that as soon as he arrived in Durham, North
Carolina, he could smell tobacco in the air. A friend
related to him that the Duke family had got its start
farming tobacco, so Durham has long had a reputation
as a “tobacco town.” Also, because of Duke Medical
Center, renowned for its cancer research, it is also a
mecca of medical treatment.

Today, when the whole world clamors for tobacco to
be banned, that this tobacco capital would continue

to promote tobacco products but also establish an
advanced medical center for cancer treatment seems
quite contradictory and ironic — given the crop’s
carcinogenic reputation. Perhaps not so coincidentally,
Xu’s own father died of lung cancer after smoking for
many years. Tobacco suddenly became a subject of
interest for Xu Bing.

In preparation for an exhibition at Duke University

to be held in 2000, Xu developed an interest in the
history of the Duke family and the tobacco industry in
Durham. He proposed the work Tobacco Project: Durham
(1999-2000), adopting tobacco as both subject and
medium. Moreover, through the copious historical
material at the university’s library, Xu discovered the
relationship between the Duke clan and China — they
were the first to import tobacco-rolling technology to
Shanghai. This inspired in him the ambition to bring
the project to Shanghai. In 2004 he released Tobacco
Project: Shanghai, curated by Wu Hung, a professor at the
University of Chicago. It featured new artworks specific
to the materials and venue, broadening the dimensions
of his Tobacco Project in terms of history, geography and
reality.
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(4 ) Backbone, Virginia version, 2011, 29 x 33 cm. 158 pages,
made in collaboration with René Balcer

In 2011 Xu accepted a short residency in Richmond,
Virginia, home of Philip Morris, mother company of the
famous Marlboro cigarette brand. While there, he did
in-depth research on tobacco’s intimate relationship
with the American continent and its early immigrant
history. With the help of locals, he expanded his art
project on tobacco, including print works. In September
of that year, he presented the solo exhibition Tobacco
Project: Virginia at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts.

The entire Tobacco Project series was constructed from
materials related to tobacco. Several examples are
featured in this exhibition: Ist Class (2011) looks like

a tiger-skin rug, is made of over 500,000 cigarettes,

and still smells of tobacco when on display. When

the viewer walks around the work, from one end to
the other, it is not hard to notice that the color of the
“tiger skin” changes as well. With its lingering scent of
tobacco, Ist Class triggers the olfactory sense and evokes
people’s cultural memories of tobacco. Tobacco Book
(2011) is a big book actually made of tobacco. Backbone,
meanwhile, is a book composed of early tobacco brand
designs that Xu collected in Virginia. Xu also asked his
friend René Balcer, a writer, director and filmmaker,

to write a blues poem incorporating tobacco brand
slogans. It too is titled Backbone (after an early brand of
tobacco). The printed diagnosis of lung cancer given
Xu’s father before he died is also on display.

In modern world history, the development of the
tobacco economy has been linked not only to the flow
of international capital, but also to multinational labor
markets, and indeed the issue of cultural permeation.
Xu Bing writes: “Tobacco has a powerful ability to

CJBE3L) Pipe, 2004, 8.6 x 31 x 26.7 cm
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permeate. There is no hole it cannot enter. It ends in
ashes. It has many different strands of entanglement
with its surrounding world, with every person —

the economy, culture, history, the law, ethics, faith,
fashion, living spaces, and personal interests.” “It’s
like constantly opening a Pandora’s box,” he says of
the ethical controversies the tobacco economy has
ignited in the international community. Even in the
years he was developing Tobacco Project, for example,
Western tobacco vendors lost economic primacy in
the First World and found it necessary to shift their
manufacturing bases and marketing to the growing
China market.

“In Tobacco Project, there wasn’t any stylistic
consideration or connection between one work and
another, except for the main theme of tobacco,” Xu
notes. “Some works were as small and exquisite as
jewels. Some huge ones dominated the entire space,
so that a person couldn’t grasp the scope and form of
the art. And the whole meaning of an item, amidst the
mutual contrast and ‘interrogation’ of so many works,
caused the viewer’s thought to roam farther afield.”

In other words, the artist used the works as a form

of “interrogation,” questioning the many values and
judgments that have risen from the subject of tobacco.

“What then does this enormous project ultimately hope
to tell people?” Xu offers his own answer: “What I'm
interested in doing is, by exploring the long, mixed-up
relationship between people and tobacco, to ruminate
on the problems and weaknesses of humanity itself.”

© Photos by Travis Fullertonm, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond, USA
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The horrifying explosions of the World Trade Center’s
twin towers on September 11, 2001 not only shook
the world, but also altered the state of international
politics. At the time Xu Bing was at his home studio in
Brooklyn, across the river from Manhattan. After his
studio assistant told him the news, he ran into the street
and saw the far-off towers, emitting thick smoke like
torches. Not long afterward, he witnessed the strange
spectacle of the two towers collapsing. In Xu’s mind
images suddenly surfaced of what happened in Beijing
before he left China in 1990. “In that moment, I was
powerfully conscious that from this day forward, the
world had changed,” Xu writes.

After the buildings’ collapse, lower Manhattan was
covered in grayish white dust. Xu Bing, who was in

the habit of collecting “special objects,” gathered a
bagful of 911 dust from some place in between the twin
towers and Chinatown. At the time he had no idea what
he would do with it, but only felt that it “contained
information about life, about an event.” A year later, he
was re-reading the works of Huineng, Sixth Patriarch of
Chan Buddhism, and chanced upon this classic couplet:
“As there is nothing from the first,/ Where does the dust
itself collect?” He thought of that bag of dust, and began
to imagine an installation that would use dust as its core
material, metaphorically referencing the 911 incident.

In 2002, when Xu began submitting proposals for

the work, the trauma was still quite fresh, and no
exhibition would accept it. Not until 2004 did the
National Museum and Gallery of Wales include it in
their exhibition for the inaugural Artes Mundi prize.
(It won first place.) According to Xu: “I blew the dust
from 911 all over the exhibition hall, and after it settled
for 24 hours, I marked out two lines from a seventh-
century Buddhist saying in the gray-white dust on the
floor: ‘As there is nothing from the first,/ Where does
the dust itself collect?” The hall was covered in an even,
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thin film like frost. It had a quiet, somber beauty, but
this quiet evoked a deeply painful, anxious feeling. Even
with the slightest breeze, the ‘current situation’ would
completely change.”

Along with the installation itself, Xu included a set

of photographs relating the process of carrying the

dust from New York to Wales. “It was only when I was
getting ready to go to Wales to do this installation that it
occurred to me that carrying the bag of dust all the way
to Wales wouldn’t be easy.” The reason was because it

is prohibited to carry soil or seeds from one continent
to another — especially dust from the September 11th
incident. Even passing through security inspection

at the airport might prove difficult. Thus, Xu says, “I
thought I'd use a toy doll as a mold, turn the dust into
plaster and make a little figurine of it. It would be like I
was carrying a little statue that I'd made — because I'm
an artist —into Britain. Afterward, we would grind it into
dust again, and blow it around the exhibition hall.” This
process, while intriguing, also has deep implications. Xu
made the documentary photos part of the installation,
giving the title a richer meaning. Xu Bing feels that
although this piece has certain “illicit” aspects to it, it
also involves an extremely serious issue — the “abnormal
living state of humankind.”

After its exhibition, Where Does the Dust Itself Collect?
received many favorable reviews, but most of the
English-language print and internet media focused on
the use of dust from 911. One museum that collected
911 artifacts even wrote a letter asking him if they
could buy some of the dust from him, because they’d
collected all manner of objects, but neglected to collect
any dust. Xu found this interesting, because it reflected
the world views and materialistic perspectives of
different cultures. Xu notes that many of the world’s
major religions, including Buddhism, Judaism and
Christianity, have similar fundamental teachings on the
subject of dust: “Everything comes from dust and goes
back to dust.” The only problem is, “Today people seem
to be moving farther and farther away from the most
basic issues of life.”

For Xu, Where Does the Dust Itself Collect? explores not
just the 911 incident, but also “the relationship between
spiritual space and matter.” The question he seeks to
pursue is: “What is more eternal, what is stronger?
What is true power? Where does religion come from?
‘What is the source of coexistence and mutual respect
among different doctrines and peoples? This isn’t an
abstract, mysterious, academic question. It’s something
extremely basic, related to everyone who's alive.
Otherwise, humankind would be in big trouble.”
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First version, front view at Museum fiir Ostasiatische Kunst,
Berlin, 2004

20044 > % VK A5 18 B A AR 0T 3% B BF 5T Bl
(American Academy) JE(EWFIL & o [R5 AN 44
B T 3 a3 28 i {3 4 i | (Museum fiir Ostasiatische
Kunst) #8247 1 J&2 - 5 12 19 e ) {82 2R vk
DRI > R R 2 ) — M B 1 2R 571

WATE &> SHE A M R 19 SCAL R B -~ BREBE > Y
FARESE > PRI EL TR A R B R
BB > B E R BKEENAESER o CEEN
) WZ A HIA > JoHE A RE SR 1906 4F
A REPR SR B A B+ 8 A L PO
TRRW AL B VRS > B8 A 90% 11 A6 2 R L b 1
ZAI 22 o RIEM T RORE R RO T =
PRI o > 3G HARZE B MR RRR (1573
1603) %M > k& ER W — B ILKER (8
1600) » PR ST BT 7K 7 (1543—1590) 9 /N 7K 28
T 5 58 = IR AP B AR U (1388-1462)
FTER (RS FEED) LK HM o %88 B s A2
G TEE] ~ T05] EA  tRukEHE =R RAEWN
JES AT TR PR o

HIRE A PR A0 R RN AR IPUSU SR R B o
A IR PR T 9 R P 2 B o B T 2 AR I T
T > AT SR IEE R AR T = AR A o
[ BRF > At 220 25250 1 0 22 DR AE =ty o 0 7 5 A
HIBRSIL B o B8 - AEFF CERIVEER) s
AT Ry W TR o B SR AR S — R R

A NI B SOB T - AR VIR A8 i ) 2 S BB Y
il 2826 . o A RRRT T = ARREAE o A B T AR R
W BTRE RN o B 25 B AR > LR B AR
L~ AR AR - DR AT 5 - AR B R 1

40

In 2004 Xu Bing became a researcher at the American
Academy in Berlin, Germany. At this time the well-
known Museum fiir Ostasiatische Kunst (Museum

of East Asian Art) in Berlin invited him to hold a solo
exhibition. In response Xu developed Background Story.

As we have seen earlier, Xu Bing’s predominate modus
operandi has always been to focus on the unique
cultural ambiance, ecology and history of a place, and
based on this, to develop new artwork with contextual
significance and a dialogue relationship. Background
Story was no exception, especially after he learned
that at the end of World War II the Soviet Red Army
had ransacked the Museum fiir Ostasiatische Kunst,
pillaging 90 percent of its paintings and other works.
Accessing official file photos, Xu selected three old
paintings that had been stolen: a landscape screen
painting (ca. 1600) by an unknown Japanese painter
of the latter Azuchi-Momoyama Period (1573-1603);

a small hanging scroll ink painting by Kano Eitoku
(1543-1590); and the hanging scroll landscape
Birthday Celebration in a Pavilion among Pine Trees by
the Ming dynasty Chinese painter Dai Jin (1388-1462).
Employing the traditional Chinese literati concepts of
copying and emulation, Xu Bing creatively interpreted
these three original works.

At the time his method was to boldly cut out a section
of the original composition and add his own creative
adjustments or rearrangements. After these physical
alterations, the pictures still echoed the original
paintings, but they had become a horizontal triptych
combining all three works. He also deliberately placed
the work where the three old paintings were originally
displayed, giving the work’s title, Background Story, a
different level of meaning that summoned the spirit and
historical memories of the venue.

CHBITCE - BRI E ) AL R B R - S R Pictorial size 520 x 2185 cm
Background Story: Misty Rivers and Layered Ridges, Installation at Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2014
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Most surprising of all was that Xu Bing changed the
paintings into three-dimensional installations. He
designed three light boxes, with faces composed of
frosted glass. Standing in front of the glass, viewers
saw rolling hills, forests, pavilions and boats from
traditional landscape paintings. But when viewers
actually walked behind the glass, they could see the
open-style light box installation, a heterogeneous
assemblage of peculiar objects.

It turns out the “background story” of the landscape
paintings was a collection of broken or discarded
objects, scavenged from garbage heaps or street corners
— bricks, fishing lines, cotton balls, scraps of paper,
wooden sticks, unraveled hemp, grass, twigs —anything
and everything. Once they were glued together, set

in place and illuminated with lamps, these surplus
objects from the real world served to “deploy the light”
(Xu’s words). Put more concretely, when caressed by

the lamps, the different three-dimensional shapes and
structures of these physical materials formed a complex
visual contrast. How clear these objects’ shadows
appeared on the other side depended on their distance
from the frosted glass, and their angle relative to the
lights. Xu remarks, “The matte glass acts like a slice of
light in the air.”
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Detail view, site specific, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2014

W) %158 BB — W RS > BIE RS
WAL MBS 2 > ARPUBt & R Akt — =
A& o TR LE phy SR R A V3R T B B 2 B e S
WEE « DEBMELIS - 15BN ALE > fhik
TR R 1 — A A0 ity A e 738 SR AR B B4 ORHIEAL 25
e LA R AR BLUE 0 HL > IR AT BT
RERE—IERERIEAL > 38 [SMRIENE] &
AT B R B -

20045 2 1% » 4R KR 4 8 M8 e i 1) 6 A9 B 355
Rawn s BER CERMEEE) MAIE - 812004488
A ANIF S > 4 VAR 2 R T3 80 20 4 O AR 1Y
o i L » At B 2 b PR EBUBCAR S T RO 19 A o
BB b R 2 p S & A A
B e R R R DR R S A bl
BB > R R vk LG 7 SUAIE - BRI B
Hi Ay ik (EENRE) R BRISHZZ -
BEEHILIR & LT 7 R AT R - IR VKR RIAR SR &
At B 7 BOCE 1R B Y B > DA G B 5% il 2 2 S
(1555-1636) — % Bl iy \——db R KA 4 HFK
T RE(1036-%71093) —%F 8 Y 718 16z [ )
(#£91604) » 1E 2RO IEEA > T5 40 &5 & A fig B A
T 0 U B A - SRR L R E R E—
R (AR M 169 -

42

People can’t help but be deceived by the surface
appearances of things. Only by searching hard for the
underlying hidden truth can one explore the deep inner
levels unknown to others. As the American scholar of
Chinese art history Robert E. Harrist, Jr. phrased it, Xu
acted like a magician, performing an amazing trick

for his audience. But he also intentionally made it a
work of open theater, so that viewers, while captivated
by an astonishing image, also quickly discerned that
behind it lay a real scene pieced together from countless
humble things. Writes Harrist: “[IJn shattering the
illusion, in exposing how the magic is achieved, Xu Bing
demonstrates once again how a work of art arises from
the transformation of inert material into a new reality
embodying feelings and ideas inexpressible through
other means—a transformation that yields a dynamic
relationship ‘between outward appearance and inner

39

content.

Since 2004 Xu has continued to develop new Background
Story projects, reflecting the spaces and spirit of the
host institutions. Unlike in 2004, however, Xu no longer
makes drastic alterations to the composition of the
original works. Furthermore, he frequently magnifies
the scale of his works beyond that of the originals.
Several prestigious international museums whose
collections include Chinese paintings from antiquity,
such as Suzhou Museum, the British Museum, and the
Palace Museum in Beijing, have commissioned works
from Xu as part of his Background Story series, which
has grown to include 15 different installations. Xu Bing
has adopted as his blueprint a classic from the National
Palace Museum — the scroll painting Misty Rivers and
Layered Ridges (ca. 1604), which the late Ming master
Dong Qichang (1555—-1636) created as a dialogue

with the renowned late Northern Song painter Wang
Shen (1036—ca. 1093). Ingeniously incorporating the
museum’s giant picture windows in a nine-section
screen structure, this new large-scale work is the 16th
installment in Xu’s Background Story series.
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Magic Carpet
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JBEEE Magic Carpet, 2009
HEETF L Hand-woven European wool, 595 x 595 cm
Jing & Kai ### Ik Collection of Jing & Kai
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In 2006 Singapore held its first biennial, titled “Belief.”
At the invitation of Japanese curator Fumio Nanjo,

Xu Bing created a new work for Singapore’s Kwan Im
Thong Hood Cho Temple. Xu decided to design a huge
carpet, to be installed at the temple for the duration of
the biennial.

Titled Magic Carpet, this work excerpted texts from four
different belief systems: the Platform Sutra of Huineng,
Sixth Patriarch of Chan Buddhism; On the Origin of the
World, a scripture of Gnosticism (a syncretic religion

of mysticism and philosophy, commonly viewed as

an early source of Christianity); the sixth chapter of
Wage-Labor and Capital (1847) by Karl Marx; and Book
7, Chapter 5 of the Jewish Talmud, a legal treatise on the
relationship between the responsibilities and rights of
personal property.

Inspired by the highly original palindrome poem Xuan
Ji Tu (“Star Gauge” or “Revolving Chart”) by Su Hui,

a brilliant woman poet of the Former Qin Dynasty
(350-394), Xu Bing employed a similar format and
concept, handweaving a Magic Carpet incorporating all
four faith-based texts. Originally, Su Hui embroidered
her own verse onto a brocade, combining threads of
five different colors into an eight-inch square pattern of
characters, which could be read in different directions
and combinations, forming over 200 separate poems

— truly an astonishing feat. Xu attempted a similar
concept, synthesizing and rearranging the four selected
texts, all in English translation, into one new text,
transcribed as Square Word Calligraphy, and woven into
a carpet eight meters in height. This pictorial abstract
of texts related to the theme of “belief” was arranged in
rows and columns of 26 words, for a total of 676 words.

Xu himself describes Magic Carpet as “a text matrix,
like a Rubik’s Cube, that can be read in many different
ways, forward, backward, in circles or in intervals.”
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Also following Su Hui’s example, Xu Bing introduced
different colors to enable the viewer “to discern the
passages, phrases or verses from different religious
texts.” In addition, he notes: “In accordance with
Buddhist custom, we avoided using black, gray or white,
and as a result this carpet has a Chinese garishness to it,
or the feeling of American Barbie Doll products.”

Unfortunately, because the temple would not permit
anyone to walk on text from a Buddhist sutra, Xu’s
meticulously woven carpet had to be displayed at

the National Museum of Singapore instead. For his
installation at Kwan Im Temple, Xu had a sudden
inspiration: If he could not quote the sutra, he would
pixelate the words instead. Using this effect, he made
a second carpet, with geometric patterns echoing the
design of the first carpet. Yet the second carpet also
could not be placed inside Kwan Im Temple, because
the curator Fumio Nanjo worried that temple members
might interpret the act of pixelation as an implication
that the artist’s work had been censored.

Consequently, Xu designed a third version. Employing a
different version of his word game, he adopted the color
scheme of the first carpet and had the factory weave a
Square Word Calligraphy version of the word “Belief”
into another handmade carpet. This not only intimated
the connection between faith and life, but also directly
referenced the title of the biennial. After the exhibition
closed, Xu Bing donated this Magic Carpet to Kwan Im
Temple in Singapore.

The interesting interlude of Magic Carpet at the
Singapore Biennale and the attitude of respect and
tolerance Xu showed throughout the process clearly
resonates with Magic Carpet’s spirit of inclusiveness

in blending four different faiths. A little later in the
same year, Xu Bing offered a special explanation of the
concept and spirit of this work: “My art doesn’t submit to
political authority, but I want my art to respect and yield
to the faiths, customs and wishes of ordinary people.
Artis also a kind of faith. Modern art’s blind ‘habitual
behavior of rebellion’ reflects an attitude of disrespect
for other faiths. This is a conservative kind of attitude.”

The three Magic Carpets in this retrospective exhibition
are based on the ones originally designed for the
Singapore Biennale. These versions, however, have
fewer words. The first is six square meters in size, with
rows and columns containing 20 squares each. The
pixelated Magic Carpet contains only 19.
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Mustard Seed Garden
Landscape Scroll
2010

S Detail of the scroll # ~ 4% Ink on paper, 48 x 548 cm
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At the end of 2010, the historic Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston unveiled a group exhibition, five years in the
making. In Fresh Ink ten mainland Chinese or overseas
Chinese artists introduced their own new works
engaging in dialogue with one of the ancient Chinese
masterpieces from the museum’s extensive collection.
Xu Bing was one of the artists.

In response to the invitation, Xu chose to study the
museum’s copy of The Mustard Seed Garden Manual (first
published in 1679 during the Kangxi reign in the early
Qing dynasty). He began in 2009, titling his work
Moustard Seed Garden Landscape Scroll. Mustard Seed
Garden was the name of a villa in Nanjing owned by the
early Qing literary figure Li Yu (1610-1680), who
subsidized the work. It was in fact Li’s son-in-law Shen
Xinyou who commissioned the painter Wang Gai to
create an illustrated textbook on painting techniques,
based on the teaching materials of Li Liufang (1575—
1629), a renowned painter of the late-Ming Dynasty. The
book, printed in color, became known as The Mustard
Seed Garden Manual. Part 1 of the manual (1679)
addressed the subject of landscape painting, and was
divided into four volumes: “Trees,” “Hills and Stones,”
“People and Houses,” and “Selected Works of Great
Landscape Painters.” In 1701, Wang Gai and his two
brothers produced two additional sections. Part 2
included four volumes: “Lotuses,” “Bamboo,” “Plums”
and “Chrysanthemums,” while Part 3 featured “Birds
and Animals” and “Insects.” During the reign of the
Jiaging emperor (1796-1820), a commercial publishing
house issued a revised version of The Mustard Seed
Garden Manual, including a Part 4, “Portraits” (1818).
This incorporated material from Secrets of Portraiture by
Ding Gao, a painter of the Qianlong era (1736-1975), as
well as Shang Guanzhou’s Paintings from Wanxiao
Pavilion (1743). During the Guangxu reign (1871-1908),
the painter Chao Xun (1852-1917) reproduced and
reissued the manual as a series of lithograph prints.
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Mustard Seed Garden Landscape Scroll, 2010
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Do you still recall the Landscript series developed by Xu
Bing in 1999, which we introduced earlier? He returned
Chinese characters to a form of visual — or even
pictographic — semantic symbols. For Xu, the core of
Chinese painting is its “symbolic nature,” reflecting the
thought of Chinese people, their way of viewing things
and their aesthetic attitude. Xu considers The Mustard
Seed Garden Manual to be strongly archetypal, because it
brings together a vast array of symbols depicting the
myriad of forms in the world, ordered in much the same
manner that radicals are arranged in a Chinese
dictionary. That is, he views The Mustard Seed Garden
Manual as a painting dictionary, containing “an array of
classic examples.”

Starting from this outlook, Xu adopted The Mustard Seed
Garden Manual as the artistic text by which he would
engage with tradition, appropriating and reassembling
the forms and symbols in the manual. During the
process he made copies of the book, cutting and pasting
to produce a collage arranged according to his own
structure. He then commissioned professional
woodcarvers to produce it as an 8.5 meter landscape
scroll — much like the original Mustard Seed Garden
Manual was conceived and painted by literati and
carved by professional artisans. As Xu explains, he
chose this approach because “woodcarvers draw no
emotional influences from the sample and have no
extra room for creative expression. Like printer’s tools,
they faithfully reproduce the images. This makes the
element of reassembly in the work more objective.”

To put it in a different way, Mustard Seed Garden
Landscape Scrollis not a work of brush technique, but of
woodblock print. Its greater value lies in reflecting “the
core of Chinese painting” and “the symbolic nature of
Chinese art and the way Chinese people conceptualize
and form symbols.” Xu Bing feels that going from
Manual to Landscape Scroll is “like running a video
backwards.” He writes: “In the Qing dynasty, Shen
Xinyou collected classic examples by master painters
into a book; I took these classic examples from the book
and put them back into a landscape painting, like
working backwards to solve a math problem. My
interest lies in seeing the result of ‘working backwards.’
Such an experiment can help deepen my understanding
of symbolism in Chinese art.”

21 HWFE
Book from the Ground
2003-2014

JefE et Installation at Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2014
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Over the past two decades, Xu Bing has spent much
time traveling to different exhibitions. He noticed that
“the design of airport signs and airline safety manuals is
based on image recognition. Diagrams are employed as
the primary means of communication in an attempt to
explain relatively complex matters with a minimum of
words. These signage systems and guides could be said
to be humanity’s earliest example of ‘common
knowledge’ texts — this idea particularly appealed to
me.” For six or seven years, he collected over 100 safety
cards, though at the time he had no specific goal.

One day in 2003 he happened to notice three small
images on a chewing gum wrapper: (They mean: After
you've finished chewing the gum, wrap it in the
wrapper and throw it in the trashcan.) This made him
think: If signs can explain something simple, could
they tell a longer story too? He began to organize a
“language of icons,” collecting logos, pictograms and
insignia from around the world, as well as symbols used
in specialized fields such as math, chemistry and
drafting. This was the inception of Book from the Ground.
In 2011 Xu wrote in his artist’s statement: “Today,
digital technology is developing rapidly, and icon-based
interface languages are appearing in countless digital
products. As a result, collecting and organizing them
became an endless task. But the more involved it got,
the more meaningful I found the work, and the more
my thoughts about it leapt to life.”

In organizing his “language of icons,” Xu insisted on one
principle: “to do no subjective invention or fabrication,
because most rational writing systems grow out of
common practice.” This principle clearly reveals the
profound contrast between Xu’s new Book from the
Ground and his Book from the Sky from two decades
before. Yet, Xu writes, “in truth, these two texts share
something in common: regardless of your mother
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tongue or level of education, they strive to treat you
equally. Book from the Sky was my expression of doubt
about existing written languages. Book from the Ground is
my quest for the ideal of a single script. Perhaps the idea
behind this project is too ambitious, but its significance
rests in making the attempt.”

Xu planned for his Book from the Ground to be a novel,
able to be read. Because it was written in a “language of
icons,” any reader should be able to understand it,
regardless of their cultural background, as long as they
live in the contemporary world. After seven years of
data collection, concept development, experimentation,
rewriting, alterations, setbacks and fresh starts, Book
Jfrom the Ground was finally published two years ago asa
formal book with its own International Standard Book
Number. In coordination with this exhibition, Xu has
even asked software engineers to design a font program.
Users can input either Chinese or English on their
keyboards, and the screen automatically displays the
same text converted into icon language. In theory, users
speaking different languages can engage in simple
communication, using this icon system as a conversion
interface.

Xu also realized that with the advent of globalization,
the world is truly getting smaller, and the concept of a
“global village” has already taken shape. He remarks,
“Current written languages face a challenge unknown
in any previous era. Humanity’s age-old dream of a
‘universal language” has now become a pressing need.”
In light of this predicament, a “convenient
communicative approach” is required that can
“transcend regional cultures.” Xu feels, “The
significance of the Tower of Babel has only now begun
to emerge. Today, our lives are radically different from
those of our ancestors millennia ago, but the languages
and scripts we use are the same. Clearly, both our
spoken and written languages are lagging behind.”

Xu is obviously bullish about the “language of icons” he
presents in Book from the Ground. He also observes,
“Globalization has led to the increasing standardization
of transnational products and consumer lifestyles,
making lifestyles around the world more
homogenous... Economic globalization... is driving
companies to increasingly bypass local written
languages and use readily recognizable ‘text-free’
images.” Regarding the development of language in the
Internet age, Xu offers a not entirely glowing
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assessment: “The increasing reliance on images for
learning and touch-based interfaces for work is not only
making our brains lazier and less intelligent, but also
producing a population primed to adapt to a
pictographic age... These tendencies are reflected
especially in the younger generation, who represent the
future. This generation resists traditional reading, and
are drawn to intuitive images. One example is the
Taiwanese phenomenon of texting in ‘Martian’ (an
evolving, syncretic shorthand)... In addition, the daily
use of mobile phone texting, microblogging and instant
messaging are causing elaborate modern languages to
devolve in the direction of ‘metalanguage.’” Be that as it
may, “with the demand for global integration,
pictographic writing systems hold a relative advantage
over other types of writing systems.”

The Book from the Ground exhibition space is modeled
after Xu Bing’s New York studio. Here, viewers can
scrutinize original materials and drafts from the process
of organizing and creating Xu’s “language of icons.” This
is a work place with a real project in progress. The
viewer can easily discern the ambition and
determination of the artist to produce a work of nearly
encyclopedic scope and expansive vision, drawn from
sources round the world.
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In October 2012 San Francisco’s Asian Art Museum
presented “Out of Character,” an exhibition of Chinese
calligraphy from the private collection of Yahoo
co-founder Jerry Yang. One of the older and more
historically significant masterpieces on display was
Lotus Sutra Volume Three (1315), which the early Yuan
artist Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322) transcribed in his later
years in very small standard script characters — 15,000
in total. In light of Xu Bing’s deep familiarity with the
Chinese language and his contributions to
contemporary art, the museum also invited him to
create a contemporary work in dialogue with the classic
by Zhao Mengfu. The result was The Character of
Characters.

This hand-painted two-dimensional animated film
appears primarily in monochrome black-and-white, but
with a few segments outlined in red, or with an
absorption effect producing the yellowed feel of old rice
paper. The original drawings were processed as
animation, maintaining the form of a traditional
horizontal handscroll. The Character of Characters is
screened at this exhibition using six full HD projectors,
magnified to a width of 16 meters. The film is 16 min.
45 sec. in length. Xu’s hand-painted drafts are also on
display. The whole film employs an oblique
perspective, commonly seen in traditional Chinese art.
The narrative proceeds chronologically, recalling the
history of Chinese characters, but it also transcends
time and space to touch upon the social realities and
cultural phenomena of contemporary China in a
relaxed, humorous manner. The film begins with the
Chinese character for “one” (—), introducing the
Chinese cosmological concept that “one” is the source
from which the myriad forms all spring. Next, it
explains the birth of Chinese characters, then portrays
the relationship between Chinese calligraphy and
Chinese principles for living. The final segment
expresses the phenomenon of “reproduction” in
Chinese painting — through duplication, emulation and
imitation — thus touching on the subtle relationship
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between Chinese attitudes toward copying and the
contemporary culture of “bandit” (generic knock-off)
products. Most interestingly, Xu Bing believes that even
a prosaic Chinese traffic jam is related to Chinese
calligraphy.

The core of Xu’s creative elements are symbols, writing
and language. The purpose of The Character of Characters
is to reveal how Chinese writing and calligraphy
evolved into a deep-layered, highly stable structure,
imperceptibly influencing the collective subconscious
and cognitive habits of the Chinese people, even their
norms of behavior. In Xu’s eyes, “The Chinese
worldview and sense of freedom; Chinese people’s
collectivism, love of face, emphasis on the big picture,
tendency toward symbolism, and brand worship;
Chinese people’s habit of absorbing input from other
cultures; Chinese culture’s view of copying and its
relationship to the ‘bandit phenomenon™ are all related
to their special form of writing. Through the animated
film The Character of Characters, Xu presents his own
unique style of ironic humor, laughing at himself and
his fellow “Chinese people” to amusing effect.

Since the dawn of the modern era, various ideologies
and ideas arising in the West, such as the market
economy, socialism, freedom and democracy, seem to
have had an undeniable influence on Chinese society.
However, Xu Bing believes these intellectual trends
have not had a “decisive effect” on the essence of
Chinese society, but only increased the degree to which
it pursues materialism. That is to say, external Western
values have “all been dissolved in this special ‘cultural
milieu’ that originates from Chinese writing.”
Consequently, what The Character of Characters
ultimately seeks to express is: “the heart and power of
Chinese culture, its advantages and disadvantages and
its role in the new human civilization of the future.”

(translated by Brent Heinrich)

¥ Animation, 16'45"
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