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Xu Bing has regularly been characterized as the paradigmatic artist of a "Mew Wave™ of experi-

mental art that emerged in China during the oycles of relative artistic freedom in the 1980s. Sent

as a youth to werk on the land during the Cultural Revelution (1966-76), Xu later mastered and

taught traditional forms of art-making in Beijing. Some of those forms, critically examinad, are at

the heart of the work he has made since, in China and abroad. His chef d'ouvee of printmaking,
A Book from the Sky, debuted in his first sola show and was later o centrepieoe of the infamous 1989 survey exhi-
bition of Chinese avanl-garde arl in Beigng. The show was closed by The aulhorilies shortly aller s opening,
mmarking [he end of this periad of cullural openness, and anbicigating [he violend suppressian of studen! demaon-
strators Lhal wouold cccur i Dian'anmean Square just monlhs later

A Bock from [he Sy (1987-911is based on aboul 4,000 pseudo Chinese words (about the same number as

are used in everyday speech), which Xu invented by recembining the ideogrammatic roots of real characters.
After completing the year-long task of carving @ small printing block for each authentic-locking
but false character, the artist printed his new almoast-sensical lexicon in the three most important
forms of the printed word in China: the boak, in the traditional binding, proportions, and layout of
classic texts; the newspaper sheat, which in China is pasted on pubbc baards; and the reliqious
scrall. Large quantities of these elements cover every dimansion of the room, with sweeaping

serols above, waves of baaks on the floor, and sheels Tirng the owalls, The title, which refers ta the
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myslenious pallerns that burn onta skin
hit by lighlnmeg, conveys a sense of the
immedigle, immaculale SErangeness
that this seemingly complela sysbem
of knowledge presents bath Chinese-
reading and other audiences, though in
significantly ditterent ways, One musl
appreciate the subversive mmpacl of
these non-words on Chinese reddens;
fora culture based on the writlen word
(not least as the enly means ot commu-
nication batween different dialects),
thesa decepltive characters might shake
the vary foundations of its idenkity. &
non-Chinese-resding audience, on thi other hand, dees not have to cantend with illequnlity. instead, “a lack — the inability to read
Chinese —is ranstormed inbg a site from which the Western audience can generale enjoyment and acsthetic pleasure”™ 1 In ather
words, the experience of beauty m the work is made possiblc by the suspension of meaninng. A ook from the Sky puts a twist on
the old structure of orientahst revens, replacing the demure and cxotic subject af the Western qare with another subjoct, also tor
aesthetic contemplation. bot resolulely impenetrabie and slyly defiant.

Villified in official circles lor The overt meaninglessness of his vopture, Xu next undertook a project that would be, at least
superficially, an-equally lubie elforl, Over several woeeks, Xu and fifteen helpers mate ink rubbings on thin rice paper of a
towering section of the Great Wall of China, As a monument to the expenditure af humean energy salely for the unexamined
purpase of cultural prolectiorsm, walling out the rest of the warld, the Great Wall sepmed the apprepriate subject for Xo's record
of pointless Auman enterprise, The thowsands, of individual shects of Ghasts Poundiog the Wall (1990-91) could be mounted
tagether only after the artist had emgraled [o e United States in 1990

The loss of meaning involved in Lhese works nught seem te betray a pessimistic

view of secial endeaveour, bub other ambiliows works actually suggest that a loss of



culture, or 3 displacement of it, can be a node for culbural exchanos, afeodeebon fe

New English Caltigrapity (1994-94) is a classroom outfitted with practice books and
an instructional video tar learmng a syslem, devised by ¥u, of "Chinese™ calligraphy af English
words. The attentive Western viewer will quichly begim to understand the principles of what might
first have seemed irreconcilably loreign, In lacl, the sysbem s a hybrid: an estrangement of one
lamguage throwgh a fanciiul stractural transposition intae another The question of translation

explared in this picce was anticipated by Xu's 4, 8, C., (1921, a set

of ceramic blocks, each bearing a Roman letter of the alphabet and

a Chmesa word whose gronunciation approximates the name of

the Enghsh letter. For example, "4" is represented by the Chinese

chgracler g, “sadness,” while “W" reguires three Chinese words, da,

b, B, meaning “big,” Yelobh,” sl The unexpected resonance of
these chance comibiinations s & way of revelling in the randomness of
linguistic signifiers. By embracing slippages af meaning, the work
apens a rich space for the generation of new, poetic or aesthetic,
meaning, The suqoestion is that some kind of genuine cultural
exchange, to the side of lileral transtation, can be realized through

these absurd elisions and stroctueal lransposilions.
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Although ¥u's wark is literal and understated an the surface, its delayed humour and rony
is cssential. Whereas Stanley K. Abe nightly notes that the reception of the artist's work is sigrli-
cantly different in Ching and the West, @ Xu actually privileges an intercullural viewer, ke bimsell,
ar at east one informed of and sensitive fo the ways in which the warks signity on different Trants,
and accepting of the points at which literal meaming 15 not available.

The slate of not knowing, of losing language and suspending cultural benchmarks, was
imporlant la anather work by Xu involving transpasition, In the firsl part of Tsan Sarios (1994-95),
thousands ol Liny silkworm eggs (bred by the artisty ware arrayed acress open books, like the
poinks of Braille or det-matrix text, in patterns that evolved and disintegrated as the eggs hatched,

In the second part, the mature silkworms were placed on a number of cormmunication toals, such as

a nalebook computer, a natural science hoak, and a newspaper, which they gradually encased with
their spon silk, While on its face a rather literal statement agamst rhetorical structures, the work
also permils gquiel thinking about cyclical processes, aboul the beauty of relinguishing received
structure in laveur of an openness, and about process as a pleasurabite endan itself (2 view that

xu developed during his time labouring in the country, and which speaks throughout his workl, The

Chinese word for silkworm, fsan, has the same pronunciation as the word fer tragment or lragmenta-

tion, a ceincidence that enriches the sense, embodied in this werk, of the productivensess of dissolulion.

¥u's laborious re-creation and simultaneous subversion of traditional cullural structures belies

hoth a doop respect for these structures and a scepticism about the narrow ends Lo which Lhey are pot

His thwarting of communication systems and other cultural symbols has less to do with negalion than

with seeking common ground, with cultivating a space of openness and permeability that recognizes

and finds value in points of untransiatability. GuK.



