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Starting with the Self

Michael Kahn-Ackermann: I did not sleep well last night. I found myself a bit nervous about today’s interview. I am not sure why I felt nervous, but I can think of three reasons. First: I really like your artwork, which is different from that of other artists. The second reason is closely related to the first. As I understand it, in order to be an artist today, one must begin with the self and rely only on the self. This idea warrants elaboration. When I say self, I do not mean being self-centered or arrogant, and I do not mean individualism. I can explain what I mean with a metaphor. The creative process of an authentic artist is like moving within a formless, boundless, dark universe. This universe has no up and down, no direction, no goal. This is the most fundamental difference between art and scientific research or philosophy. When the artists of the past moved within this universe, they were provided with the basic support and boundaries of God’s plans. The system that supported them was religion. Take, for example, Hieronymus Bosch (1450-1516), a fifteenth century European master. Regardless of whatever brutality or fear he may have faced, he knew that there was a God-ordained order to the universe: Hell, the mortal world, and Heaven. God provided the ultimate reassurance. He was a source of security and comfort in terrible places. And whether it was Christianity for Bosch or Daoism for Bada Shanren, all artists relied on their religious beliefs. The artists of today have long since abandoned this reliance. They have lost their religious systems and also lost their aesthetic systems. So they can rely only on themselves. And that is scary. Artists face loneliness, fear, and confusion. Without God to direct them, they need more bravery and sincerity. And those are qualities that most contemporary artists lack. They avoid their loneliness, fear, and confusion by creating an individualized system. This is the origin of the conceptual art that is popular today. Their universes are inevitably pallid and narrow, extremely limited. I see these artworks and feel impatient. At best, I understand their intention: they have this idea, they have this concept, they have this goal, and that is all. They apply a greater or lesser amount of talent to produce a manifestation of a certain idea or concept. Once I understand it, I lose interest.
You are an artist who is talented but also brave and sincere. So to speak with you about your art inevitably means discussing your self. That is not easy in the first place, and moreover, we do not know each other well. Beyond that, I am a man, and a foreigner, so naturally I am a bit nervous. 
The third reason is simple: Chinese is not my first language, so I am afraid of expressing myself unclearly.
Xiang Jing: In the process of making art, I have struggled with the exact question you mentioned: could it be that art is nothing more than concepts? Western conceptual art belatedly arrived in China and became quite popular in the 1990s as people attempted to diverge from existing aesthetic norms and diversify the languages and materials used in art. Underlying this trend was a set of postmodern theories and issues that surged like a massive tide in the Chinese avant-garde and were even used to determine whether a given artist was “contemporary” or “not contemporary.” At the time, I was extremely perplexed. Art is not like math, in which one plus one equals two, and formulas apply, and there is a “correct” and an “incorrect.” First of all, conceptual art eliminated the visual emphasis of art. Certainly, art is an intellectual exercise, but I do not think that art is the best tool to express abstract thought, because it ultimately yields a visually realized product. If something is no more than a so-called concept, then I think it is better to express it in writing, because written language is better for clearly expressing logical ideas. In fact, Western conceptual art long since suffered a crisis at its pinnacle. The overemphasis on methodology led to the rise of a set of formulas in contemporary art on the international stage. In major international exhibitions and fairs, you can see a large quantity of these formulaic works, which appear quite inscrutable but are not actually difficult to understand because of the set of powerful mechanisms of interpretation that underlie them. When I look at contemporary art, it often strikes me as a word game played by a small circle of people, and the art itself is less and less able to stand on its own. Although conceptual art opposes mainstream values, it has itself become absolutely mainstream. As I observed this situation, my doubts grew stronger and stronger. I am not opposed to conceptual art, but art is not simply progressive logic that must be expressed in a particular language, and mediums need not be divided into “advanced” and “backward.” So I attempt to use so-called “outmoded” languages to make art in response to “contemporary” issues.
A: That does not necessarily mean that artists do not understand philosophy and good art cannot contain concepts. When I was in Rome, I went to see Raphael’s Transfiguration (Fig. 1). I really liked it, and I went back to see it several times. Later, a scholar of art history explained the rich content of the painting to me. Raphael expressed the theological concerns of the era in the painting. At the time, scholars were debating the ideas of Neo-Platonism. These artists were not merely relying on aesthetics or intelligence; they had knowledge, and they associated with philosophers, scientists, and writers. But art goes beyond concepts. The Transfiguration is an example of this. You can never finish looking at this painting; it never gets old. Knowledge can increase the charm of an artwork, but it absolutely cannot replace the artwork. Raphael’s painting is not a little conceptual world created by a clever artist, and nor are your artworks. 
So what I would like to know is this: what does your universe contain, and how do you move within it? 
X: From the perspective of an education background, I find that the current young generation is more inclined to interact with the world using their bodies. Everything is achieved within the experience of the present. My generation spent their early years building a knowledge base. Books are an important source of nourishment, and they embody classical value systems. The era I grew up in was not a theistic era, but the books that I read represented a theistic world, and those notions influenced me to a degree. Knowledge is part of the foundation for the construction of the self. The universe you speak of is like something that naturally exists but that I had to gradually discover. Not everything people see in this world is real, and my physical body is not my true self. During my student years and later, when I left school and began making art, I never believed that the things I saw with my eyes and felt with my body made up the entirety of the real world, even though there were some things that I liked and that made me happy. I am someone who easily feels pain and also someone who cannot readily adopt a religious interpretive system. Reality often fails to answer the myriad questions in my head, so in order to have beliefs, I have to strip back the surface layers of the world and see what lies within. For everyone, human life, including the universes that you speak of, entails seeking something you might believe in through the process of continual construction. Nobody can devote themselves to building something that they do not believe in. So I think that I can only make art because I was born with this lack, like something is missing. I cannot simply eat and drink each day and go on vacations. I am not particularly good at enjoying the pleasures of the world. I have long felt that this is fate. My fate is to produce a lot of issues in my head that preoccupy me in the form of questions. For example, when I was little, I often thought about death and that sort of thing. I could never accept that a person’s life was simply a matter of coincidence. Through reading books, I learned about self-determination. Your behavior is entirely guided by your will. But one day you learn that your birth is not within the scope of your will, and this is an extremely painful realization: I am just a life created by circumstances. Making sense of this matter was a long and painful process for me, and it led me to the contemplation of death.
A: Is it pain, or is it fear?
X: Of course, there is a lot of fear. The main thing is not understanding and not accepting – just feeling really bad. I tend to suddenly feel bad or sad when other people are feeling especially happy. It seems to be my innate temperament. I will feel like this is not the world where I belong, that I am very strange and sensitive. I always feel and think a lot. I do not understand why people want to live, or what they are happy about. When everybody is happy, I wonder where their happiness comes from. And what is the significance of so-called “ordinary” happiness? What value does it have? These issues initially present themselves in my mind in the form of questions. And they are in fact the most fundamental questions of civilization.
A: Of course these are essential questions that humankind has faced from the beginning. They are not the results of theoretical or logical thinking. These questions exist naturally, whether or not you ponder them. To face these questions, or in the terms of my metaphor, to move through a formless, boundless universe, is frightening. But art that avoids or abandons these questions does not have much value. These questions are not permitted in China’s present ideological and educational systems, so there is little art of any value in China today. There are few artists like you. You said that your husband is a Christian. I can understand him even though I am not a believer. Religion is a system that helps you handle these questions. But religion is a system, not a universe.
X: It at least offers an interpretation.
A: It offers an interpretation and also comfort. Jin Weihong often says that she does not have religious beliefs, and so she lacks a basic source of comfort. Providing a sense of safety and comfort is the greatest function of religion. The most important endpoint in human life is death. We may hope to avoid other things, but death is inevitable. When I look at your artwork and listen to you talk, I sense the traces of these issues.
X: I do not seek out these issues, but they are always in the background, embracing me and pursuing me. If I did not make art, then quite possibly I would become mentally ill. I am constantly entangled in such questions, and if I do not address them and devise methods to face them, then they will constantly pursue me.
A: As a contemporary artist, you cannot move within a safe, ordered space (or universe). You do not know where you are going, what monsters you will encounter in this environment, or what cliffs you may fall off. I can empathize with your fear. Your art does not come from a system of thought or an aesthetic system. Of course, you went to art school, and you received the aesthetic system that you encountered there. You can use it, but it has not mastered you, and it does not tell you what to do.
X: Perhaps I was already preoccupied with certain core questions before I attended art school. The Academy helped me expand my knowledge in certain ways, but these persistent issues had presented themselves very early, and they gradually took on shape and structure.
A: As I see it, going to school did not greatly help your artwork. 
X: It did help, though.
A: In your opinion, which is more important: improving yourself or improving your means of creating artworks or using materials?
X: Improving oneself is a process that everybody must engage in. Self-awareness is an unavoidable part of the growth process, and I believe that everybody goes through this process. As one learns about oneself, one is really learning about the world through the medium of the self. Discerning the nature of the world and of people is more than an examination of the self. In the same sense, the process of becoming self-aware includes more than simply knowing oneself. The world is a negative space of the self; the two mirror one another. You are reflected in the world, and the world is reflected in you. That is why I named my first exhibition Mirror Image (Fig. 2). We have no means of seeing ourselves from the outside – except perhaps in our dreams.

Starting with the Power of the Soul

A: You say that reality is a mirror, and the world is like a maze of mirrors: wherever you look, you see a reflection of yourself. That sounds both frightening and mesmerizing. You cannot find an exit except in dreams. Do you think that dreams are an exit? Do they allow you to leave the maze of mirrors?
X: My dreams are like a different life. I suppose that people travel to another dimension when they dream, a place where such a muddle of things can appear after we exhaust ourselves each day. Other than dreams, it is difficult for people to see themselves. I do not really trust mirrors or photographs. They are supplementary materials that can help you understand something, but you have to strip off the surface layers.
A: So-called reality is one part of your “universe.” You can leave real space and go to another space, and there are other spaces beside, above, and below that space. There are many pictures of you online, and that is also a space. This space gives you a kind of affirmation: this is me.
X: What you see there is not me. Maybe it seems like a paradox, but that is certainly not me.
A: Of course, it also is you. Your artworks are also reflections of you. Or do you escape the maze of mirrors when you make art?
X: When I face art, I always attempt to strip off the layer of false appearances. As you said, reality is my maze of mirrors. On the one hand, I am always in conflict with it, but on the other hand, the maze of mirrors is also part of the experience that I take delight in portraying. But that does not imply an interest in myself.
A: I do not think those appearances are false, because you are within all of them. The falseness you want to strip away is your so-called self-image. The self within the mirror is something you cannot strip away.
X: The me in the mirror is a mirror image. It is just an image; it is not me. My artworks resemble me more than the me you see does. When we use a creative method that we are particularly skilled in, I tend to wonder, “Have we already given up on understanding ourselves?” (This is the title of an essay that a friend of mine wrote.)
A: Why do I like your artwork so much? Because your artwork has soul. Soul is a word associated with a religious mentality. But there is no better word available for assessing art. Talking about soul seems too abstract. Saying a work has soul implies that it expresses a self united with a vast, boundless “universe.” This connection cannot be produced by thought or design. Your women sculptures all have soul, and so do your animals sculptures. But your acrobat sculptures lack soul. They are more like formal experiments.
X: That is because I think that structure is an alienated humanity: the modern state of human soullessness. Why do I put acrobats and animals together? They are like an exterior and an interior. Two characteristics of humanity.
A: This is theory.
X: The acrobats are my attempt, as a professional artist, at using a language of structure. Naturally, not all attempts are successful, because I walk a very narrow path.
A: Yes, you begin with the power of the soul . . . 
X: It is basically instinct.

Starting with the Female Sex

A: Your character, internally and externally, is female, so you naturally assume a female perspective. In a dialogue between you and You Yong, he said that your sculptures are not the women of male fantasies, and they are not sexy. I agree with the first part, but not the second part. They are extremely sexy! But this kind of sexy is not something can be consumed; rather, it is the sexuality that women truly possess.
X: Hearing a man say that is a pleasant surprise, because I have always felt that the female sculptures I make are very sexy!
A: You express a sexuality that is a woman’s own sexuality. It is alluring, but it is not intended for consumption. Most images of women in Chinese contemporary art resemble the objects of consumption of male fantasies.
X: First of all, the mentality of the female image as a vessel of desire, even when produced by a female creator, is deeply internalized. And when you create a female form, you cannot avoid that gaze – I am speaking of the gaze of culture. There is no female form that exists outside of this gaze. On the one hand, I want above all to create a self that escapes this gaze, that breaks free from this culture and perception. She is just herself, and she exists as herself. But when you make something and put it somewhere, then it must be gazed upon.
A: How do you handle this dilemma?
X: All I can do is this: when she is consumed, perhaps she does not go down so smoothly, and you find her a bit less palatable. 
A: When I see your women, I am struck by a peculiar feeling. I want to approach them, but I am not excited to consume them. I do not reject their sexuality or their physical existence, but those are not the aspects of them that most appeal to me. This is what separates your female forms from other similar works that I have seen before. Many more straightforward works reject or negate sexuality. They reject or oppose the culture. Your women do not reject or negate sexuality, nor do they become objects of consumption.
X: As I see it, I can achieve that because my starting point is the subjectivity of each individual. She is herself, and she speaks from her own perspective. This is one core element of making any human figure. I think my approach is to Jin Weihong’s.
A: Yes, you two are certainly similar in this respect! But you are bolder than Jin Weihong in terms of sexuality. Jin Weihong intentionally reduces that facet.
X: In fact, I also resist. I fear that my work will be consumed or polluted by all the gazes. But on the other hand, that does not mean a female sculpture of mine has to be a sexless body or become sexually cold in order to resist the gaze. Her desire is one component of her existence as a subjective entity. S (refer to p. 69), a work in my latest series, is an example of a subject with desires. She desires to seek her own subjectivity, and this desire does not rely on the existence of an object in order to be manifest.
A: Desire also includes the erotic.
X: Of course. In other words, when I address themes like sex and desire – themes that anybody can address – the crux is to express it through the perspective of the subjective entity, and not to create a body that is simply a viewed, vessel-like object.
A: You really do share a lot in common with Jin Weihong. You have gone a step farther than her, because you do not reject the theme of gender and desire.
X: No, I do not reject it. I would even say that it is a subject of specialization for me.
A: You do not fear this subject.
X: In fact I think that I am not sufficiently brave or direct, because the most brave and direct methods are the cleanest methods. 
Of course, I do not want to create female bodies that serve as vessels of desire. The reason that I have been able to address questions of gender in a relatively sincere and serious way in my creative career is that I cannot avoid the topic, just as I cannot avoid the subject of “death.” I cannot detour around my female identity. As I live, I cannot be unaware of it. Through the process of self-cognition, I cannot help running into questions of identity. And as soon as you address this question, you discover that you are immersed in the swamp of culture. You must speak within the context and background of culture. As you just said, a discourse of interrogation of the soul inevitably becomes entangled in the culture. One can only hope to do so effectively. The culture weakens the part of you that seeks the deepest levels of the soul and transforms it into a topic of gender. That is the predominant issue: as long as you are a woman, your sexuality will be appraised, and your looks will be appraised. Everyone’s creativity is narrow and limited, but the greater difficulty is that any artwork is limited by the narrowness of artistic context. When I made Your Body (Fig. 3), some people came to see it in my studio. Their reactions were: “How awful and gross,” or “Xiang Jing, when did you become so pornographic?” In fact, they were only shocked because they were not seeing the kind of female body that they wanted to see. I did not intend to shock anybody with that artwork, but when I heard those reactions, I immediately recognized their conditioned perspectives. This is not a subject that I can choose whether or not to address, or select strategies to address. As soon as I made the sculpture, it was immediately placed within this context and conflict, creating this opposition. My artwork immediately had an enemy, which I had not anticipated.
A: That is because Confucian culture, like theistic cultures, separates female gender from sex. This separation does not exist in your artworks, in which the body itself belongs to this existence – I like this! Perhaps it is unintentional for you, but you instinctively present the female gender as a totality, a complete self. All varieties of complete selves.
Does the male form interest you? Jin Weihong always grumbles that she cannot master the male form.
X: It is also difficult for me to make a satisfactory male body. I make them in a conceptual way that seems to lack fullness and complexity. This is a visual problem. As you might imagine, subjectivity is also important to this kind of artistic expression. How can I speak from the first-person perspective? So other people may appraise an artwork as sexy or erotic, but the crucial thing is what perspective you view it from, and who is the subject who is speaking.
A: Your sculpture The Open (refer to p. 250) is a large woman who seems like an ending, a full stop. Are you currently facing the question of what to do next? It seems that your subsequent experiments have been the process of such contemplations, such as your acrobat sculptures. Do you think that you have finished with your portrayals of women, and you can only repeat yourself if you continue?
X: It was only a full stop to the question of gender. Indeed, I do not want to repeat myself.

The Limitations of Medium

X: There are many subjects that I am interested in, too many subjects for me to explore all of them. At present, I am a bit weary of sculpture, which is a slow medium. The medium has already presented obstacles to expression for me. I am limited by the medium, and I want to speak with more power.
A: Why are you so impatient?
X: Because . . . I am going to die soon [laughter]. I am always anxious about time in this way.
A: But when you face death, what matters is what you have done, not how much you have done.
X: Indeed. The anxiety comes from my desire to express so many things. To express certain issues in sculpture is too strenuous, so I want to switch mediums. Expression is important; the method is not important.
A: What medium do you think suits you?
X: At the least, I do not want to be limited to the medium of sculpture.
A: Why did you choose such a difficult medium? It was not random, was it?
X: It was fate. There is a Chinese saying that character determines destiny.
A: Then you should accept your fate. I sense that you are currently apprehensive about your creative practice.
X: I am anxious about leaving sculpture behind. Ideally, artists should be very instinctual. They are natural embodiments of energy, so as long as they are not constantly exploding, they are okay. But no matter what kind of artist you are, your actual creative work will be far from ideal. It will be filled with obstacles and difficulties. As a creative person in this particular age, there are many subjects that interest me, so I should be prepared to face different challenges at all time. I often say that talent is a lump of shit, and if you have in you, you should take a dump. Maintaining an instinctual state does not help you develop, so you should attempt some more difficult challenges in order to refine your artistic language.
A: That is difficult for every artist. I do not think artists can rely entirely on instinct. Of course, works that lack instinct are dry and soulless. The challenge is to create forms that surpass the instincts they spring from. One cannot think them up relying solely on knowledge and technique.
X: I will give an example that may make my meaning clear. To me, Borges was the ideal creative artist. Of course, he had a talent for expression, but that talent was something more than ordinary talent. His stories included elements of the mythologies of many cultures. That was his mother-body: he was nurtured by various cultures, he had a rich knowledge base, and he could go beyond the nourishment of knowledge and a singular culture. He could digest a bounty of knowledge into a sensitive, artistic body, and perceive it with his soul. Then he could express that diverse knowledge in interesting ways and transform it into his own framework of language. He mostly wrote short works, but he was a great writer, and I also admire the surrealism of his work.
Of course, I cannot compare myself to Borges. I simply admire and emulate him. If he is an ocean, I am at most a drop of water.
A: Knowledge is limited, but soul and instinct are not. Maybe Borges had more knowledge than you do.
X: Knowledge is also unlimited. His knowledge did not become his fetters. 
A: Knowledge did not become his fetters because he was an artist. He discovered that there are unlimited possibilities in a formless, boundless space. He could play with knowledge. I am reminded of Picasso’s famous quotation: “I do not seek. I find.”
X: All expressions are simply kinds of language. My medium is sculpture, and Borges’s medium was writing. We are both speaking, but his speech is so rich and fascinating. The structure of his fiction is mesmerizing, and his power is hidden within a nimble external form of expression. This is something that cannot be attained through sculpture.
A: Making sculptures out of any material is slow, arduous, and inflexible. When you are writing, it is easy to correct a mistake or revise a failure.
X: Sculpture is physically exhausting, and not very delightful. And the expressive scope of sculpture as finished works is narrow.
A: I would also like to understand your views on shape, materials, and craft. The medium is actually not that important. Making films is an extremely complicated process. It is arduous and monotonous. The individual scenes are insignificant. They do not take on meaning until the editing begins. I have seen a photograph of you working in your studio, and it appeared to me that you were enjoying yourself in some way.
X: In fact, I do not enjoy the tactile aspect. I have a insensitive body. I rarely feel pain, and I am very focused when I work, because sculpture requires so much work. Perhaps I do enjoy that I am constantly active. Sometimes people tell me that I made something exquisite, but I say that my craft is not as a good as that of many sculptors. If I did something exquisite, then that is because I was feeling exquisite. My focus is usually on my own feelings and not on the sculpture itself.
It sounds a bit pompous, but it would be easy for me to give up sculpture, because I am absolutely not someone who pays particular attention to sculpture. I was drawn to the medium because sculptures look so much like real people, and I am interested in people. Sculptures are like people; looking at a sculpture is like looking at a real person. To make one gives me pleasure.
A: That is just what I meant.
X: One of the sub-headings in an interview published in the catalog for S was “I Chose to Work within Limits.” Limitations are an important subject to me. You are first of all limited by your physical body, which can tire and grow old. Sometimes you are full of vigor, but other times, your body is not up to the task. Sometimes you cannot sleep. You are also limited by time. I suffer from anxiety, and I am always aware of time slipping away. And of course, I am limited by sculpture, which is a very closed medium and language. When you make a sculpture, you know that you are only telling part of the story, and sometimes, it is a very small part. You live, you work, and you feel your limits. All the themes of your work are constrained by these limits, and each medium has its own such restrictions. Sometimes it feels like sculpture exists solely to help me understand the idea of limitations. I originally chose sculpture out of stubbornness and doubt. I wanted to address contemporary issues through this narrow, concrete, and ancient form of art. Ultimately, I learned that the possibilities within sculpture are limited, but I keep applying myself within these limited possibilities, trying to make them a tiny bit richer, and a bit more powerful when brought to bear on contemporary issues. I have not studied sculpture in depth, nor am I a knowledge-based creative. Film and literature have influenced and nourished me quite a bit, and I have brought many of the methods of those art forms into sculpture. However, it is precisely the core characteristics of those two mediums that sculpture lacks. Film and literature can construct narratives in ways that sculpture never can. But when you invest a lot of time in getting to know a medium, you inevitably attain some profound realizations that give you a desire to reconstruct its language.
A: So why do you make sculptures that are so formally and structurally complex?
X: I do not think they are complex. If they are complex, then that is because I am pursuing a structure of language that I learned from film and literature. An artwork is like a big building, and I want to build such structures. Sculpture is strong in the language of monuments, but not strong in narrative. Sculpture is good for works of large dimensions, like Your Body and The Open. So I have never thought of making a large sculpture as difficult. When I make a face, I am thinking not of its proportions but of what it reveals. It conveys some kind of message or perhaps some specific content, and a specific face is necessary to reflect the message that I want to express. It is synthetic, and this expression will remain forever on the face, so that is where my attention is focused. This is my perpetual search: which face is the right face?
A: How do you know when you have made the right face?
X: When I have done it, I know.
A: Probably every genuine artist, regardless of their medium, has that visual ability to instinctively know when something is done right.
X: So the core issue is not the medium. The medium is a technique in which one gradually becomes proficient.
A: As I see it, the relationship between artist and medium has two pitfalls: one, the artist becomes too proficient in the medium and no longer considers it; the other is that the artist considers the medium too much and treats it as an end in itself. While these two problems seem opposite, they are in fact the same. Your brain has some specific results in mind, and when you reach it, that is good enough for you. I know many artists who have struggled with either being too proficient in their medium or considering it too much. Are you now facing the danger of being too proficient?
X: On the contrary, I have never been very proficient. Though they may look alike, each sculpture feels like starting out all over again.
A: Going back to your Acrobat series: you do not think that this is a kind of proficiency?
X: I am not skilled in the methods I used for the acrobats. They are proof that I am not proficient. I was interested in grammar, and my attention was scattered. Indeed, the Acrobat series received a lot of criticism. Perceptive people can tell where my strengths lie: I have always been an instinctual artist. So as soon as my work reflects a different temperament, people can tell right away. However, I do think that such attempts are helpful to me.
A: Attempting new forms is interesting, but I do not think that is the road to arriving at one’s destination.
X: That series sprang from a topic I was interested in at the time: the direction of humanity. The ways of the world are increasingly alienated, and this direction of alienation is a distortion of humanity. I have doubts about this direction.
A: This is conceptual.
X: It is conceptual, but can I not express this opinion?
A: You can express your opinions, but as soon as the artwork exhibits the limitations of concept, it has no soul.
X: That work and subject were a phase. If I always follow one road and never make mistakes, then what kind of growth will I achieve? Human nature limits you, and each person must struggle within their own narrowness.
A: No matter how narrow an artist’s limitations are, they still must include the boundless vastness of the “universe.” Your [sculptures of] women are like that.
X: Why are some themes so universal? Who am I, where do I come from, where am I going – as long as there are humans, these questions will remain.
A: You can keep walking along a narrow road and continue to ask these questions. There is no need to expand your formal language or increase the scope of your themes. That is not important. The important thing is not to repeat yourself because you have become too proficient.
X: I accept your criticism.


The Inward Gaze

A: It is not criticism. You are not an ordinary artist. You have a quality that few of your contemporaries possess: you move and search within a frightening space where you do not know the path and must be tormented by countless questions. That is brave. Of course, you have more talent than others. When I see one of your sculptures, I want to stop. It is not like, I see it, I get it, and I move on.
X: Because of the content of the sculpture?
A: Not just the content. It has feelings that I can relate to. These women are both strange and familiar to me, and I understand them in a way that is not rational. They speak to me without words.
X: I always bring up Kant’s words: irrational actors . . .
A: Of course sculpture is a quite rational process. You must consider this and that. You have learned all this, and you have your methods. But you are basically doing an irrational kind of work.
X: Creativity has to be largely guided by intuition. You know something is right even if you do not know why – this is often the situation. 
A: Do you think that you lack knowledge and rationality?
X: I may lack knowledge, but I do not lack rationality. The full quotation from Kant is, “irrational actors are observers of the rationality of action.” When I am not making sculptures, I have for years spent most of my time engaged in the process of self-examination. I examine myself and my work, and I continuously dwell on the possibilities they contain. Of course, this kind of self-examination leads to a lot of self-doubt and self-negation. That is why I sometimes go astray, but it is also why I keep moving.
A: Are you going forward? Are you certain of your direction? Life does not have a forward and a backward, only an inward and an outward. Many people strive to approach the world in a logical, rational way. You give me a different feeling. You are always moving within an unfamiliar universe. The direction of examination is inward, toward the self, not forward. You do not turn the things you encounter into a system; instead, you consider yourself. I think that this is the only direction worth moving in.
X: To put it another way, regardless of whether we are talking about method, knowledge, or information – whether it is like an external bomb that affects everybody or simply me attempting to seek knowledge – these are all things that I must ultimately digest and absorb. I am not someone who can just pick something up and use it. I have never been able to use source material, and I am not good at processing reality.
I have lived through too much change in China, so much that it feels like I have lived several lives. Living in China is like being transported to a new world every few years. If you look at how Chinese people looked a few years ago compared to how they look now, you see that they are completely different. How they dress is even more different. It was not until my forties that I began to react to the world and cobble together a response to these changes. For a long time, my reactions were extremely slow. I never wanted to keep up with the outside world, at least as I knew it. I did not feel that the outside world had to surround me, nor did I think that it was an important reference point for my own world. On the contrary, I felt like the outside world would interfere with me. I can only face reality now because I am a little bit stronger than I was before. My digestive system is slightly better, and so I can stuff those noisy things into it. After digesting such things, I attempt to use them to help myself and make sense of some other things. Perhaps you will say that it is an escape, but I think it is not so simple. Perhaps it is a matter of my digestive system. Or this is simply how I understand the world: I must digest things before I can connect.
A: To me, it is more like things collide with you, and then you begin to digest them. That is unlike many artists, who go searching for things and put them where they belong in order to conveniently use them later.
X: When I collide with an issue, I want to fully address it, rather than think about the next step.
A: Yes, but for a lot of people, the next step is more important. Their entire present is devoted to the next step. In fact, that is something that you cannot anticipate. As I see it, your [sculptures of] women have no idea what their next step is.
X: There is no formula for creativity. My vision is very good, and so I can see a lot of things. I do have reactions. On one hand, I am an extremely sensitive person, but on the other hand, I am very slow when it comes to reality.
A: As I said, you have the eyes of an artist. They open very wide. But their primary direction is inward. Your sculptures of people also have the inward gaze. You sculpt a group of women who seem to be gathering together, but there is no interaction between them. Each person remains in her own state, and even when they embrace, it is not genuine contact.
X: But this kind of exchange and contact does happen inside of them.

Life and Death

X: I used to be terrified of growing old. The unknown decline is hard for people to accept. But as I grow older, I find that my mind is increasingly easy to use. So I am looking forward to getting smarter as I get old.
A: Were you afraid of growing old because you feared death?
X: I feared losing energy. I never was someone with a lot of reasons for living. So if I grow old and lose my abilities, then I will have no way to face life, and it will be hard for me to accept. Now I have realized that perhaps I am gradually accruing wisdom and new ways of seeing the world. This is how I imagine it. Perhaps that kind of aging is still quite charming. But above all, I must be able to do things. That is a prerequisite.
A: Yes, doing things is the only way to retain vitality.
X: Doing things gives you excitement and justification. You can always act and thus prove that you are alive. But faced with the problem of life, if you have no means of getting that excitement and justification, then you have come to the end.
A: I think that you need not fear growing old so much. You will discover, or at least, my experience has been that you discover that you have put off many things, and have not done many things you should have done, but you gradually develop contentment with your life. I have experienced the deaths of my parents. My mother was ninety years old, and she was content when she died. I then understood the truth: she wanted to go because she was content.
X: That sounds very satisfactory.
A: Yes. It is not forced. It is something in her bones.
X: Very rare.
A: This kind of contentment seems like being embraced by God. Of course, there are always other possibilities. For some people, death is cruel. As long as you do not succumb to a serious illness and are able to truly live to the end, you will have this contentment in your heart. It is true contentment, it is enough, and then you can go.
X: I am already content [laughter]. I think death is something that we cannot decide for ourselves. It is an interesting subject to me, life and death: a core question.

Constantly Making Love to the World

X: There is a Chinese woman writer, Can Xue.
A: I know her. I really like her.
X: She once said something that left a deep impression on me. The general idea was: although I do not interact with the world a great deal, I am constantly making love to the world. I think this is an incredibly powerful idea.
A: It is a great description. 
X: Many people close themselves off from the world, but if you are sensitive, you absorb all that is beautiful and wretched. You are constantly relating to the world. I can perceive. I do not necessarily need all that information, and I am not saying that I go out into the world all the time to look, explore, and be in contact with people. I am always perceiving the world and its changes. So I often feel tired and depleted. During the day, I am always thinking, and at night, I dream. My mind is always in the same state.
A: In that case, sculpture is a highly suitable medium for you, because it constrains you.
X: Indeed, I really admire constrained expressions, but they are hard for me to accomplish. Sculpture is quite healthy for me. I like mulling things over, but I am not a true thinker.
A: You are not a theorist or a philosopher. You love thinking things over, but you are not someone who formulates systems of thought.
X: Right. I am interested in philosophy, but I do not have any talent for it. This kind of thought requires an outlet, and art gives me a great reason to act. Life often puzzles and confuses me, and sometimes I even reject it. Action lends justification and excitement for life to a person like me. It is like an outlet that gives me a very realistic validation for living. I forget myself in action, and I also become myself in action. The locus of action builds enthusiasm and justification for living. Living by itself does not give me much conviction.
A: Do you have to have a reason to live?
X: I think that finding a reason to live is my life’s work. My natural tendency is to feel that I have no such reason, so I use my time to search for one.
A: Do you feel that there is no reason to live, or simply that you have not found one?
X: Constantly working is a passable reason for me. Material things do not have value to me, but the process of making them requires me to address issues, and that part constitutes a reason. Then the realized artworks testify that I am constantly acting and thinking about issues.
A: There are two kinds of people: the believers, who feel that they have found a reason to live, and the others, who know that a reason exists, but have not found it.
X: I look at it the other way around: there are no intrinsic reasons. I first contemplated suicide at a young age.
A: Why do you fret about death so much? It cannot be that you have no feelings of attachment, because you are always searching for reasons. So in your heart, you know that they exist. Whether you find them or not does not matter. Do you not have this feeling of security?
X: I never have. That is why I say I am predestined to feel unsettled. I have no reason to live, so I strive to find one. You know that people do not have a right to live, nor do they even have the right to die. So I must find something that convinces me that being alive is more than just breathing air and living according to the ordinary formulas. It cannot be that simple. So I want to know what it is that underlies life.
A: What role does sculpture play in your search for reasons for life and death?
X: Sculpture is the evidence of my efforts: physical evidence, the ultimate results borne of my actions. The results are proof that I have thought about problems. So even if I am sometimes imprisoned in my actions, I require the process to convince myself that life is more than simply eating, sleeping, and breathing.
A: Is every sculpture like this?
X: They all serve to mitigate my disturbed feelings and ameliorate my anxiety. I have never felt that making art is painful, because everything else is even more painful. I do not know if I am happy or unhappy. We live in a truly godless age in which we do not believe that the world was created by a higher being. So we are born in a state of confusion.
A: You do not believe in God, religion, or materialism. You draw no comfort from any belief system. But I absolutely believe that your mind is fundamentally conscious of God’s existence, at least on an intuitive level. Otherwise, you would not make the art that you make. That does not imply that you are not confused, or that you are not afraid of this idea, because such beliefs are so unreliable. So you are better off relying solely on yourself.
X: If I find a religion and accept a set of beliefs, then I can place myself within that system. In that case, I would definitely not do anything, and art would have no meaning to me. On the contrary, I have no way to place myself within any system. Of course, you can say that everybody must rely on themselves.
A: People rely on themselves in different ways.
X: In the present age, I am highly doubtful of this notion of “different.” Of course, we can use this word, but every entity is different, obviously. As I grow older, I feel like there are not that many differences, and not that many special entities. We are just individual parts of a big crowd.
A: There are certainly differences in ability.

Art is Inseparable from Religious Feeling

X: There is no point in excessively tormenting oneself, because the everyday is simply the everyday. But precisely because there are profound, inescapable subjects, fate will give you a series of issues to resolve. So I have always thought that I am a passive person. I am required to address this and address that. I cannot stop.
A: This kind of passiveness is a strength. The world collides with you, and you digest it. That makes you stronger than people who actively engage the world. 
X: I feel extremely opposed to the present cultural value system of self-awareness. I think the meaning of life is finding something that you can devote your life to. The self is unimportant. The greatest happiness in life is being able to devote yourself to something. Sometimes I feel it, and sometimes I do not.
A: What does it feel like when you do?
X: In fact, whether I feel it or not, I always want to get to the end of life as quickly as possible. When I feel it, I feel quite content about life, like how you said your mother felt when she was dying. When I do not feel it, I think that life has no value.
A: So you sometimes feel that kind of contentment.
X: Yes, sometimes I feel that kind of joy; it feels as if there is a kind of container that I can put my life into. Every life can be meaningless and valueless. Regardless of whether you are pretty or ugly, clever or stupid, you are just a speck of dust, and in terms of time, yours will pass in the blink of an eye. So if you say that life is meaningless, then it is meaningless.
A: That sounds like a religious understanding of life.
X: That is why I say that I do not believe in any religion, but I do have religious feelings. 
A: Art is inseparable from religious feelings. Talent and religious feelings are also inseparable.

Talent is Instinctual Force

X: Do you believe there is such a thing as talent?
A: I do. Talent is instinctual force; talent does not require a system such as religion or ideology. Talent only gives an artist courage when they are in a state of self-reliance. You persist despite your confusion and fear.
X: I have always felt that talent is a powerful force. So I do not think that whatever talent I have belongs to me. I often feel this way because talent is unstable. Sometimes it works really well, and other times, not so well. I think that it will suddenly disappear one day.
A: You cannot rely on innate gifts, because they disappear sooner or later. The idea of artists succeeding based on their talents originates in the European Enlightenment of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
X: Many people diminish over time because they lack sufficient strength.
A: Many people are talented when they are twenty years old. Basically everybody has a talented phase. But talent is not a lifelong, God-given gift. If you are not sufficiently courageous, strong, disciplined, and hardworking, then the effectiveness of your talent will soon vanish. Your pain is normal. 
X: I absolutely accept fate.
A: Your sculptures are a kind of “right.” This “right” can only come from your self, but it is also related to your talent. 
X: Aside from the somewhat unreliable ability that strength has given me, I must also work harder. I am always feeling this anxiety to constantly study.
A: You think that it is not easy to persistently exercise your talent.
X: Yes. Now that I have lived a while, I know that each phase is different. As time passes, I lose some things and gain others.
A: Each loss is also a gain. According to my theory, it is usually balanced: you gain as much as you lose.

The Failure of Symbolic Systems

A: I like your Animal series (Fig. 4), though it makes me a bit uncomfortable. The symbolic significance of the sculptures is too strong. Artists have long treated animals as symbols, and you cannot avoid doing so. Your [sculptures of] women are not symbols, or to put it another way, they are more than symbols. They express a complete existence.
X: Regarding this issue of precedent, I would say that greater depth and abstraction is inevitable. If my animals are very specific and detailed, then it is only the narrative that is less abstract. The person in front of you is real, but there is also something that arises from very real people that is somewhat removed from reality. So you feel that there is more in front of you than just a real body.
A: The abstraction formed by symbols requires a given cultural system. Symbols can only be understood within one such system. In the past, religions served as such systems. For example, the lamb is an extremely clear symbol of Jesus within the Christian system. Today, there are all sorts of ideological systems. The function of symbols vanishes or becomes false, becomes kitsch. Your artworks are removed from reality, but they do not constitute symbolic art. But your Animal series is an exception to some degree.
X: I cannot resist experimenting with that kind of language. I like metaphor, a reference – I have long been fascinated by that kind of language.
A: I can understand that. Your elephant’s trunk is too big.
X: What you say is true. Zhu Zhu has also posed this question to me. He said: your thinking in these ways should be more distinctive. Some things must go beyond realistic forms. But that is not where my focus lies.
A: I am not criticizing the size of the elephant’s trunk. I think it is right: it is not your focus, so it is right. My only issue is that I am always doubtful of symbolic things . . .
X: You are right. In European culture, every metaphor is a very specific reference.
A: Yes. Symbols have their own power, but today, that power is gone. At present, you are unlikely to be able to use them to stimulate people’s thoughts and imagination.
X: My reason is that I am not interested in simulating reality. So what language can I use? As I see it, metaphor is an extremely interesting and effective language.
A: That is your present challenge, is it not?
X: I have always had this problem. From a certain perspective, each of my artworks wants a metaphorical significance, an image that refers to another meaning.
A: You mean a meaning beyond its exterior form, but symbols are a kind of linguistic system. When the system is effective, the symbols are a mutually understood language. I understand and so do you; you feel it and so do I. If the system does not exist, then the symbols do not work. You said that the symbolism of your artworks is not completely inexplicable, but it is difficult to say where their symbolic significance lies. They are more than symbols.

The Greater the Space, the More Narrow It Feels

A: You are currently working on The River Flows East (refer to p. 26). Is that a more narrative project?
X: It is not a story. I would call it a structural work. To me, this project is a study in language. The languages of film and literature cannot be realized in sculpture, but I like to try anyway. This artwork gives you an image: a river, a fleet of boats. But the groups of people exist in different times and places. No two groups truly share the same plane. Organizing a structure like this was really interesting for me.
A: Manufactured spaces are part of space today. You say that your path is very narrow. That is because your space is so big. The greater the space, the more narrow it feels.
X: Yes, that is the idea. For example, I live in this large house, but I still feel that my life is very narrow, with few channels of interaction with the world. At the same time, I do not have to rely on real spaces for my interactions with the world.
A: I agree. The issue is not how large the world is, but whether or not you are constantly “making love” to it.
X: I want to explore the insides of external phenomena. I am always creating possible perspective within language, including the viewer’s perspective. When you realize that the artwork is constantly watching you, you perceive that it is a mutual watching: a kind of interaction.
A: An intense interaction.
X: This kind of staring contest prolongs your viewing of the artwork. And that prolonging means that you can see something internal.
A: This is the most fundamental, most basic purpose of art. Otherwise, art becomes decoration that simply provides aesthetic satisfaction. I like how there is no question of whether or not your artworks are nice to look at. It does not seem to be an issue in your artworks.
X: If you really see and understand my artwork, you will realize that it is not important whether you find them beautiful or ugly and strange.
A: Yes, I think that is a crucial point.

Origined from My Heart, the Superfluous Dasein

X: After I finished The Open, I found the title in a poem by Rilke. I also used a few of his lines in the catalog: “Ultimately, what protects us / is our vulnerability / and when we see that it draws near / we have already changed it / and brought it into the open.” I think these lines correspond well with the artwork itself.
A: You find a lot of poetry and other works to correspond with your work. You truly summarize your entire understanding of what it means to be a woman. In this perspective, your overview is not too broad, but it is complete. 
X: I used to want to give each artwork a line of verse, but of course, usually what happened was that I randomly encountered the right verse at some point. For example, The Center of Quietude (Fig. 5) refers to Origined from my heart, the superfluous Dasein. Many things come from that surplus. It is hard to have balance in life. It is always either a deficit or a surplus; we are constantly reeling between the two, constantly experiencing life. Then there are those extremely temporary rainbows, those fleeting moments of balance. Everything that comes out of us, our creativity, our art all comes from our surpluses and deficits. Even the romantic love that we imagine is produced by our surpluses and deficits. Schelling once said that this world is made up of God’s creative surplus, so indeed, all of creativity comes from surplus.
A: Is that how you describe your creative process?
X: These things must be cast out of our bodies. A release must be found. These things cannot stay in our bodies. They are like words we are eager to say. We are eager to fling these things from our bodies, and once flung, they can become artwork.
A: This metaphor of flinging things out sounds accurate to me, even though the process of flinging requires time and skill. All successful artworks were flung out in this way. Do you think this process of flinging is more important than the end result?
X: The result is always subject to judgment. But I always want to fling things out as fast as possible without thinking about the result. And I want to write because sculpture only allows me a partial release.
A: You must flings things out before they suffocate you. Whether or not they succeed is determined later.
X: After a lot of creative expulsion, I gradually realize that some of it can be shared with others. It is like looking in a mirror. You only obtain a greater purpose after you become aware that something can be shared. If I am flinging things out just for myself, I can go on and on without stopping. But to attempt to connect those things to a greater theme is a more complicated expression: a kind of language. I am certainly not satisfied with simply expelling things from myself. That is not enough to keep me constantly at work. So a lot of things are gradually accumulated or realized over time.
A: I have seen your early work. It is not as mature as your current work, but both contain complete works of art. Now, your work appears simple, but that was not the case back then. 
X: Those early works were all based on instinct. Like taking a shit.
A: But those instincts are not simple. You were addressing different issues then, and those artworks were not simpler than your present work.
We have barely talked about the specifics of your artworks. I feel that there is no need. Artworks are artworks, and if they need discussion, then one can speak to them directly.
X: When other people talk about sculpture with me, I always feel like we are addressing these same fundamental issues. These issues are associated with my life itself, and each bears testimony to the other.
A: I do not think that every one of your artworks succeeds. You have constantly squared off against yourself, and sometimes you succeed, sometimes you fail. Sometimes the art is strong, and sometimes the art is weak. But your self can be seen in each artwork, regardless of whether it is strong or weak.
X: How cruel. The artworks have become the principle evidence.
A: In fact, I think you have become the evidence, meaningful evidence that is revealed within your artwork, which means in fact there is no need to talk with you.
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