Visual Arts as Language Structure
—in the case of Xu Bing
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Visual Arts as Language Structure
—in the case of Xu Bing

1) Xu Bing's "Tianshu (A Book From The Sky)" #&vk (K&E> (fig.1-1)

John Cayley said, "From a certain perspective Xu Bing's work is the epitome of
the impermeable, antiabsorptive poetic work, 'the radically impervious text' as
Bernstein has it." (n.1)

The diaphora (the differentia) between "absorptive" and "antiabsorptive" is
poetically developed in Charles Bernstein's "Poetics".

According to Cayley "Bernstein distinguishes --{nonexclusively)-- between writing
which is 'absorptive' and that which is ‘antiabsorptive.! While all writing is
artifice, the former employs artifice to absorb the reader's (self-) conscious
attentions; the latter challenges such absorption, foregrounding itself and its
techniques and resisting both reading and readability, whenever, that is, 'to read'
is cast as to gaze through a transparent, permeable, 'absorptive' window, opening
onto signification. To simplify his argument, Bernstein sets out a case for the
valorization and value-creating potential of antiabsorptive writing, especially in
literary cultures, like our own, which are dominated by -- -- cults of absorptive
readability."

Such "the marks of antiabsorptive writing" is " the 'extralexical' cultural forms
which are incorporated into writing-as-art, and especially poetry" and "Extralexical
forms are those which express meanings which cannot be{paraphrased)...from the
language of the poem to the language of the reader".

In a sense, almost all writing-as-art is absorptive and at the same time is not.
You can read the meaning of the character depicted in art of calligraphic writing,
and also you can enjoy the various beautiful plays of forms in it by gazing on
only the form of the depicted surface.

Understandably, it is concessively announced, as this contrary concept is not
{nonexclusively). We could not easily find any work, which would be exclusively
antiabsorptive in the work of art utilizing the language.

Xu Bing's Tianshu pointed out by Cayley may be a rare example of such a work.
Xu Bing himself has answered to an interview (n.2),

"These characters are fair, they treat all the people of the world equally.
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Americans can't read them, Chinese can't read them, I myself can't read them
either."

He made a mobile hand-carved wooden type of around 4000 unintelligible fake
characters.

These characters are all extralexical. Although "there may be one or two
characters in the work which do, in fact, appear in the most comprehensive
dictionaries of Chinese characters (Kangxi Zididn FEEEFHL) - as rare forms or
{hapaxlegomena)", it would be beyond the artist's attention and intention.

He sets type in form, pulls a print by himself.

He explains one of the most original ways of the installation in his homepage
(www.xubing.com).

"The work is installed by laying a number of the hand-printed books open on the
ground. The ceiling scrolls are hung from the ceiling to bellow the height of an
average person above the books. Wall scrolls are hung on the surrounding walls
and sometimes artifacts from the works production are displayed at the front of
the installation space.”

He said about an envisioned response of spectators as bellow in an interview of
"Art Journal" 1999, fall (n.3),

"..when visitors first entered the space, they thought that the words they saw
were words they could read. However, when they actually tried to read the words,
they couldn't. They thought that some of the words were simply wrong. Then
they realized that all of the words were wrong. Their expected response was
disrupted."

The installed entire space is thus converted into one of a kind of the library and,
so to say, into "The Library of Babel ".

Xu Bing's "Tianshu" (in revised and enlarged or abbreviated versions) was
introduced and highly evaluated in various parts of the Occidental country for
several years.

But he did not get the idea itself of this work from the context of the Occidental
aesthetics to seek such an exclusive antiabsorptiveness as Cayley pointed out.
He said in the same interview of "Art Journal",

"I made A Book from the Sky in 1987. When I first showed it at the National
Gallery in Beijing in 1988, T wanted to cover the entire space --- the floor, the
ceiling, and the walls --- with fake words. "

But at the same time,

"Strictly speaking, 4 Book from the Sky doesn't have any connection with text,
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since there is no "real" text, even though it takes the form of books and the
appearance of "words." But it does have a connection with writing and printing."
His original intention is not enough caught in the frame of Cayley's term, both
are subtly out of alignment.

"Tianshu" is his debut work as an artist in Mainland China. And he has aimed
to deal with a typical Chinese problem at that time.

2) 1989 "China Avant-garde (Zhongguo xiandai yishuzhan)" in Beijing 1989
F [HEHRZWR]

Here is a pamphlet of the first nationwide avant-garde art exhibition in China. A
red mark is printed in the center of a top cover. It appears to be a traffic sign
as "No U-turn" (fig.1-2).

There appeared 118 artists and 117 works. In reality the exhibition entitled
China,Avant-Garde (Zhongguo xiandai yishuzhan) showed us a total of 293
paintings, sculptures, videos, and installations by 186 artists. It was opened on
February 5 in 1989 at the National Gallery, Beijing.

The curator Gao Minglu has posted Xu Bing on the top of the illustration-pages
of his pamphlet printed before the opening.

You can find there Gu Wenda, Huang Yongping, Wu Shanzhuan, Gu Dexin, Tang
Song, Fan Shuru, Wei Guangqing, Hou Hanru, Wang Luyan, Liang Shaoji, Wang
Guangyi, Ren Jian, Ding Fang and Zhang Peili and so on, fine set of Chinese
avant-garde artists. I would like to call them as the 108 vanguard in "Lidn Shan
B6 ZIiH of Water Margin 7KFHR". A red mark would mean, "We should not
regress". Many of them live and work abroad still now.

A lot of main exhibitors was and has been interested in the structure of language,
"strictly speaking" in that of writing. A kind of deconstruction of writing is still
one of main themes in Chinese avant-garde artists also in mainland.

Xu Bing himself gave his testimony to his intention at the interview mentioned
above,

"This installation parodies ancient Chinese tests #+Z% in the context of the modern
world and questions entrenched practices such as written communication and
reading or human cultures."

He expresses a penetrating question about the language structure itself, which has
a great power still in the modern Chinese society. I should point out his debut
work entitled not as "Tianshu {X#F#>" but as "A Mirror to analyze the World
HTitb$R>". What does it mean?
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He is writing in the book of a group exhibition in Japan entitled as "The Library
of Babel ", (n.4)

"In Classical Chinese, the character [shu ] represents many things: books, the
written word, and the act of writing itself. Much of my work relates to shu in its
various permutations.......... The movement to simplify characters in mainland China
promulgated new characters and did away with many old characters. Later, some
new characters were revised, only to be discarded, and some of the old characters
were revived and brought back into use. This was terribly confusing. To change
the written word is to strike at the very foundation of a culture; to reconstruct
language is to reconstruct the most basic aspect of a person's thought processes.
Such reconstruction cuts to the heart of one's being, and should be called a
"cultural revolution."

His generation has experienced such a "cultural revolution" in youth. Almost all
exhibitors in 1989 are in this ambivalent generation of mainland Chinese.

3) Cang Jie created writing ZiE{EE

In the same writing cites he the legend of Cang Jie. It is a famous phrase in the
Huai Nan Zi #® ¥, "Cang Jie created writing. The heavens rained millet, and
the ghosts wailed throughout the night. [E#E/EE, KWFE., RKRE]"

Why did the heavens rain millet, and why did the ghosts wailed throughout the
night?

There are many interpretations since ancient times. Xu Bing's interpretation is that
"Heaven feared that from that point onward people would attend to trifles and
neglect essentials, that they would abandon agriculture for the petty personal
profits to be gained from deploying ink and manipulating language. Needless to
say, if the heart and mind become thus perverted, the stomach will go hungry.
The millet was sent from the heavens not only as a practical precaution, but also
as a warning. The ghosts were fearful that, if their activities were recorded via
these new symbols, they would eventually be stripped of their powers. Thus
comes the phrase "to frighten heaven and earth and make the spirits cry." "

It follows just about ancient annotations like Kao Yu &5 or Xu Shen #{E.
This episode is not independently reported, but juxtaposed with another ones. One
is the legend of Bo Yi sinking a well fE32/E3, the other is that of Zhou Ding
JEAIW criticizing a master craftsman Xian #H. These are fundamental critiques
against the language, the technique and the arts, and namely an analytical human
knowledge in general.

In the period of Later Han %%, Wang Ch'ung T criticized the legend of

31



Cang Jie itself as just a fictious lie in his "Lun heng" [5%f ]. Because the
heavens and the ghosts should have blessed Cang Jie's deed as far as following
a precedent of the legend about "He tu {f[ (a chart from Yellow River i)
and Luo shu #%#E (a letter from Luoshui #%7K)". Wang Ch'ung confused the
difference between Tenshu and Cang Jie's writing.

Cang Jie did not create Tenshu like He tu or Luo shu. First of all no human
being can do it, even a person like a legendary four-eyed Cang Jie.

He created only "A Mirror to analyze the World". It is not the book, which the
heavens gave to him. "Tianshu" must be a symbol of a ruler of eminent virtue
given from the heavens.

On the other hand must "A Mirror to analyze the World" be an object to be
criticized according to the essential thought of Huai Nan Zi.

The radical summation of this episode in the Huai Nan Zi follows exactly the
fundamental thought of a drastic criticizer against Language, Chuangtse 7'
"Who knows the argument which can be argued without words, and the Tao &
which does not declare itself as Tao? He who knows this may be said to enter
the realm of the spirit {Lit. in the "Palace of Heaven. X}if}. To be poured into
without becoming full, and pour out without becoming empty, without knowing
how this is brought about, -- this is the art of "Concealing the Light.7&J5"
"(translated by Lin Yutang). (n.5)

Almost only one word "Concealing the Light. 1" in Chuangtse is changed into
"the beautiful Light as a bijou ¥JL" in the Huai Nan Zi. These Lights must be
a kind of a symbolical concept, which is entirely far from and even against an
analytical human knowledge.

4) A series of "New English Calligraphy"

"An Introduction to New English Calligraphy 1994-1996 " or "New English
Calligraphy Classroom" is to simulate a school-like classroom in a gallery or
museum space (fig.2-4). There are many desks arranged with small containers of
ink, brushes and an instructing copybook. A video, entitled "Elementary Square
word Calligraphy Instruction", plays on a monitor in the classroom. The audiences
are lured into participating in his installation. They take a chair and take up the
brush, and begin to learn how to create New English Calligraphy there.

In the case of "Your Surname Please 1998", the name of the audience is scanned
into a computer and the audience can find his surname in "New English
Calligraphy square word" form in its database. He can print out its copy and take
it home (fig.2-5).
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What is New English Calligraphy square word?

Xu Bing has once created the Non-being Chinese Characters, but here he invents
a system to create a kind of written English disguised as Chinese in appearance.
It is also an illegible fake Chinese, yet understandable to the western viewer who
learns the system. This piece would be very unfair to a person who has no idea
about an alphabetical language.

Here is a pamphlet entitled as "SQUARE WORD ELEMENT AND STROKE
ORDER" (fig.2-1). This is a manual instructing the correspondence of the
alphabet to the pseudo parts or elements of SQUARE WORD. Fake Characters
located in the upper left portion of the diagram designates "square word element
and stroke order". The first letter of the upper left of a set of 6 letters means
"square" by being read from left to right and from top to bottom. "Stroke order"
has to follow three main orders. They are 1) from left to right (from 1 to 2
according to the chart in the under part of this manual), 2) from top to bottom
(from 2 to 3) and 3) from outside to inside (from 3 to 4).

"Tianshu" was a static installation. A series of "New English Calligraphy" is an
interactive one. It may be why "New English Calligraphy" could become so
popular in the worldwide art scene.

A series of "New English Calligraphy" has a relationship with "Tianshu" in
respect of pure invention of non-being Chinese Characters. But both are entirely
different. Words used in "Tianshu" are perfectly shut down from any meaning.
For this reason, John Cayley could have positioned it as an antiabsorptive work.
In contrast, every words invented according to the constructing way of "New
English Calligraphy"” are absorptive, and can bear a clear meaning in English
(also in every alphabetical languages, for example kike Czech in popular Czech
poems written in Czech Square Word Calligraphy at the Prague National Gallery).
From the point of view of John Cayley we would have to criticize such a
transition from the former to the latter as a kind of regress from "Avant-garde".

5) Deconstructing Chinese logo-centrism

Wang Nanming did criticize him in his essay entitled as "Why We Should
Criticize Xu Bing's New English Calligraphy' and Acknowledge Liu Chao's
'Machine Calligraphy™. (n.6) According to Wang Xu Bing's 'New English
Calligraphy' makes clear "his neo-colonialist status as an overseas Chinese artist".
Because "he produces works that adhere to Western definitions of 'Chineseness'
and also "he disparages indigenous avant-garde art in China".
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Wang cites Xu's words about the significance of his work.

"Promoting the work of 'New English' is in many ways like the large-scale mass
literacy campaigns in China shortly after liberation. Moving forward, I shall
convert more places into spaces for learning New English Calligraphy,' hold brief
training classes and sell educational and promotional materials. This is really more
meaningful than 'producing art' that simply moans for the sake of moaning, so to
speak. The further my work moves from concepts central to contemporary art, the
better my work gets, the closer it gets to the real point of art. I hope [my work]
makes some practical contribution to the much neglected average person.”

Wang places a vehement rebuttal against Xu's speech. He said, "New English
Calligraphy' does not in fact depart from the framework of contemporary art. To
the contrary, it is nothing more than a product packaged as contemporary art."

I feel there may be a slight divergence between their implications of contempo-
rary art. For Wang a contemporary art including Xu Bing's is just to be criticized
as one polluted by mass commercialism. On the other hand a contemporary art
which Xu would have pursued to get the real point of art is now for him only
an art that "simply moans for the sake of moaning", and belongs only to a small
elite class.

Xu's new slogan "Art for the People" (fig.2-2) would not be like a kind of
scherzo with venom or poison.

Xu has once said, "I believe that art should serve the people. This is Mao's idea.
Contemporary artists can learn something from Mao. I once made a work in
which, if the text is read from left to right in the way it appears it ought to be
read, it doesn't make any sense. If, on the other hand, you read it top to bottom,
right to left, then the characters link together and make sense. This text is from
Mao's "Talks on Art and Literature." If you read it horizontally, you can't get the
exact meaning, but you still have the sense that it's Mao talking."

Let's return to Wang's critique.

He said, to employ "radicals and components of Chinese characters to change the
way English letters are written" is only to perpetuate and feed "the fantasies of
neo-Confucianists and logo-centric Chinese cultural theorists that they might
somehow change or reform the West through Chinese culture”. He concludes
therefore New English Calligraphy must be "an empty exercise".

And also because the calligraphy brush is no longer the means of writing in
today's China, he points out that "allowing Westerners to use calligraphy brushes
to write English calligraphy is nothing more than 'Chineseness' made into a game
of sorts."
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According to him, this is only "an art strategy employed by an overseas Chinese
artist trying to survive in the West". And such a strategy is "completely severed
from China's reality”. As far as he depends on "concepts and materials defined as
'Chinese’ by Western hegemonism", his works cannot be "representative images
deriving from an evolved concept of China itself".

For Wang a central focus for Chinese artists must be "Deconstructing Chinese
logo-centrism", namely in concrete terms to deconstruct "the inviolability of
stylized classical forms in traditional calligraphy". Wang himself is an artist to try
to do it. Wang positions Liu Chao to be antithetical to Xu Bing. Liu Chao is a
young artist who programs a computer to replicate the process of calligraphy, that
of the classical calligraphy of Tang Dynasty calligrapher Yan Zhenging.

The crucial difference between both is that Xu Bing employs " calligraphic
processes to manipulate 'Chineseness' in the West," while Liu Chao (his work
entitled as " 'Machine Calligraphy') employs "computer processes to convey
challenging concepts in China.".

I think Xu Bing and the 108 vanguards in "Lian Shan B6" would have fought to
deconstruct a Chinese logo-centrism in 1989. Are they now becoming the
established artists to be blamed by younger generations for a new kind of Chinese
logo-centrism? For this reason I said above that they are belonging to the
"ambivalent generation".

6) Shen Wai Shen (Body outside Body), 2000

I would like to explore another point of view. Shen Wai Shen (Body outside
Body) has to be mentioned here.

When the exhibition "The Book & the Computer” was held at the Ginza Graphic
Gallery in December 2000, Xu Bing introduced his new installation, entitled as
"Shen Wai Shen", as one of three East Asian artists (of Korea, China and
Japan). He displayed three versions of a passage from the classic Chinese tale
"Journey to the West VPHiFC" .

The three panels, using Korean (in blue), Chinese (in pink) and Japanese (in
yellow), were mounted on the wall in parallel with each character written on
small square note pads (the sum of 15X20=350 sheets). The scene used in this
installation is one in the second section of this book, in which the supernatural
Monkey Sun Wu Kong (FREZE) practices a supernatural art. It is one of Dao
Shu (GEAfF) called as "Shen Wai Shen Fa H#} 5", Monkey does battle with
a evil ghost B Fand finds himself losing. He then takes a piece of his own hair,
puts it in his mouth, crunches it, blows it out to the sky and cries
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"Transformation!". And thousands of small monkeys just like him himself appear
suddenly being transformed from his hair by hermitical magic. They do battle
with and defeat the ghost.

At the beginning of the exhibition you can see three separate blocks of 350 sheets
of note pads, which are identical in content but written in three different
languages. They are entirely fair for each three citizens, because you can read a
text that you can read.

And you are permitted to take any sheets of paper from each story freely to
home. But then for example if you take a blue pad, you will find a pink one that
is left behind. The text in Korean is destroyed fraction by fraction. Under the
surface are two other languages in hiding. These three texts would end up with
destructed ones at the end of the exhibition. They could not bear any meaning
more.

There would appear another problem.

7) The process itself from 'absorptiveness' to 'antiabsorptiveness'

I would like to compare the above three works of art by Xu Bing here.
"Tianshu" was entirely antiabsorptive in rerum effecta for any citizens. But it is
not entirely antiabsorptive for everyone equally. It is so in rerum natura only for
a person who can realize that the work is antiaborbtive, namely for Chinese.
Through this work they only can have an experience of the process itself from
fake 'absorptiveness' to 'antiabsorptiveness'. They can understand easily that it is
not understandable. An audience without Chinese literacy would be unable to
experience it without pre-knowledge well.

"Tianshu" is therefore a work of art dedicated only for a Chinese who lived
contemporarily together at the particular place during the particular period. We
have to notice such specificity. It is not of universal validity or application like
a philosophical writing.

"New English Calligraphy" was entirely absorptive for anyone with an English
literacy who participated in the class to learn how to construct it. But only such
a person can have an experience of the process itself from 'antiabsorptiveness' at
first glance to 'absorptiveness'. It has also the same specificity. It is dedicated
only for a citizen who lives where the exhibition or class is opened, for example
in Czech, Mexico, Germany and Japan even outside English-speaking countries.
It would be a joyful experience of "Word Play" only for an each particular citizen
at a particular time in a particular country.

How is "Body outside Body"?
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It is dedicated for three Citizens at the same time. One of three texts is entirely
absorptive for one citizen and at the same time the other two texts are entirely
antiabsorptive for the other two citizens at the beginning in usual.

But an audience like a bristletail (helluo librorum) or a silkworm is deconstruct-
ing a power of language into a worm-eaten meaninglessness in the course of time.
A consistent message at first has been gradually lost the consistency. It works to
be aborbtive into to be antiaborbtive.

Xu Bing has once used a living silkworm in his exhibitions like "Silkworm
Books" or "Silkworm Series" in 1954-1955 in a little different but also a similar
context. In "Silkworm Series", the silkworms are spinning their silk over the
original installation composed of books, photographs and a computer. They are
consuming and obscuring the chosen object.

In "Silkworm Books", the silkworm moths are laying small black eggs onto the
pages of a blank book. The blank pages are becoming the pseudo-texts at first
glance. The eggs look like dot matrix characters or Braille. But the eggs hatch
and the silkworms crawl around. The texts are changed and destroyed. The
silkworms turn out to be both creators and destroyers of the texts.

Anyway in "Body outside Body", the function of the worm is entrusted to the
audience. Then also you can have an experience of the process itself from a kind
of 'absorptiveness' to a kind of 'antiabsorptiveness' and vice versa. Why "and vice
versa"?

It is because for example I will be able to read some familiar Japanese words in
a destroyed Chinese or Korean text. The worm creates and destroys. You destroy
and create.

8) Hybrid of four elements

Xu Bing has said about his specific state as a Chinese artist in abroad as bellow
at an interview on an Internet of virtualchina.org,

"When I spoke [at a recent exhibition] in Queensland I talked about how people
of my generation went through 10 years of socialism, then 10 years under the
Cultural Revolution, then 10 years of economic reform and openness. And now
I've been living in the West for 10 years. People like me have a very complicated
and yet a very rich and complicated background. We have survived in all kinds
of environments and lifestyles. When you finally try to decide what your identity
is, well, it makes it quite difficult."

It is quite amazing that Wenda Gu, Xu Bing's excellent colleague artist, explained
similarly their common states or environments more definitely at an interview of
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Art Journal mentioned above. He said,

"My intellectual formation has been the result of four factors: the Marxist
ideology I grew up with and the capitalist reality in which I exist today; my
extreme Chineseness and my existence as a citizen of the world."

They would like to point out their common state, the so-called "hybrid of four
elements" typical in their standpoints.

Their words make me recall here Benjamin's argument about the relation between
allegory and art in his earlier work on the "Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels".
He cites a new-Kantian Carl Horst's phrase,

"You can describe the intrusion of baroque allegory into the field of art as a
disorderly conduct directed against the peace and the order of artistic lawfulness
(translated by Eduardo Cadava) ".

Benjamin estimates instead affirmatively such a disorderly conduct as a way of
being of "treuga dei". Treuga dei means a cease-fire directed by God, not Pax
Romana. Benjamin said,

"The undialectical way of thinking by new-Kantian School is not able to capture
the Synthesis, which emerges in the allegorical letter from the battle between
theological and artistic intention, in the meaning of "treuga dei" between
conflicting viewpoints more than in that of the peace." (n.7)

I feel "Shen Wai Shen" is a kind of an integrated work, in which all factors
through his life as an artist are coexisting in peace or conflict just like in
Benjamin's "treuga dei".

1 http://www.shadoof Net/in/ts.html John Cayley "Writing (Under-) Sky, On Xu
Bing's Tianshu", and Charles Bernstein "Artifice of Absorption”, in his "Poetics",
1992

2 "Non-Sense in Context: Xu Bing's Art and Its Publics," interview and
translation by Janelle S. Taylor, {Public Culture) 5:2 (Winter 1993) p. 327

3 Simon Leung with Janet A. Kaplan, "Pseudo-Languages: A Conversation with
Wenda Gu, Xu Bing, and Jonathan Hay" in "Art Journal" 1999, fall

4 Hiroshi Takayama, "The Library of Babel " ICC, Japan, 1998

5 http://www.clas.ufl.edu/users/gthursby/taoism/index.htm

6 http://www.shadoof Net/in/ts.html

7 W. Benjamin, GS.1, S.353 and Eduardo Cadava, "Words of Light" Princeton
Uni. Press, 1997
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fig.1-1 A Book from the Sky 1987 - 1991
Mixed media installation: hand-printed books,
ceiling and wall scrolls from intentionaly false
letter blocks.

fig.1-2 a pamphlet

fig.2-1 Square Words GANG
% SQUARE
ﬁ WORD —> from left to right from top
ﬁ.@‘ E LEMQ\{}I’ @ to bottom

2

@ o B
5% 7 S"]JROKE “ from outside
% ORDER 4 to inside
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fig.3 Shen Wai Shen

fig.2-2 Art for the people

An Introduction to New English Calligraphy

fig.2-4
1994-1996

-5
Your Surname Please 1998

fig.2.
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