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Xu Zhen®’S Wozrld:
Trade, Conflict And
Evolution Community (&xceror)

Essay/ Lu Mingjun

Prometheus brought civilization to mankind, but
also made it the source of their alienation.

From "Xenomorph" to "Xenomorph Queen,” to "Runner"
up to "Neomorph," Ridley Scott has directed the
series of film "Alien” showing dozens of alien
forms of humanity in the future. As a prequel to
Alien, the film Prometheus (2012) is undoubtedly
concerned with his ultimate question about

human civilization. Unlike Darwinian evolution,
alienation has no purpose and no path to follow.
In a sense, 1t is precisely the fear and self-
criticism of the threats and possible disasters
that evolution has brought to humanity. Foucault's
series of works uncovers the history of how

the civilization's progress has alienated human
society. However, in the eyes of Marx, capitalism
is the source of alienation. Among these,
Prometheus plays the role of a martyr saving all
beings. Here, regardless of whether he is the
source of human alienation or a supreme saint who
Iescues sentient beings, one thing is certain:
capital and capitalism are undoubtedly the most
important impetus in technological progress as
well as in socio-cultural and political variation
process. Today, globalization dominated by
capitalism is an alien "monster,” and each of us
is parasitized in this monster's body.

As the three basic fulcrums of globalization:



"trade and capital,” the structure of "conflict
and war” and the birth of "evolution and
variation” have been Xu Zhen/ MadeIn Company's
three “secret” themes since the late 1990s.
Especially in recent years, these themes and
structures have gradually surfaced as a timely
response to the fierce changes in the current
world. Looking back at his (their) two decades
of practice, these three aspects are always
intertwined and symbiotic-- actively participating
in and infiltrating globalization, imagining
the possibilities of "extreme alienation” and
"super variant.” In other words, it is both a
representation of globalization and an allegory
of a future community.

Isaiah Berlin has a Tamous saying: civilizations
are incompatible. However, in the imagination

of Xu Zhen/MadeIn Company, it seems that no
civilization is incompatible, yet no civilization
is compatible either. In the large-scale
installation Eternity—(Buddha in Nirvana), he
created a world of "gods dancing together” through
clever juxtaposition. Needless to say, they are
all the products of capitalism. They all hide
different ideologies and intend to look towazd

a genuine interior and exterior -- a new world

of harmony going into conflict (including race,
class, gender, etc.) Like Kang Youweli one hundred

years ago, Xu Zhen is also conceiving a new
universal law of the world. The new exhibition
“Alien” is based on trade and conflict, combined
to recent creations from the “Evolution” series.

The series of works "Alien” is mostly rooted in
certain renown prison abuse incidents, which
weren’t random., From the colonial imperialism

of the 19th century, the Cold War and Socialist
Revolution of the 286th century to the conflicts
of interests and ethnic struggles of this new
century, there is no doubt that this a historical
process taking place worldwide. Maintaining this
historical process is the rapid expansion and
spread of “trade and capital,” "conflict and wazr,”
and "evolution and variation.” Xu Zhen cleverly
replaces “prisoners”’' image with enlarged Han
figurines in a similar kneeling postures. This
insertion is not merely a formal coincidence.

If the figurine is regarded as a symbol of the
Han Empire, then it involves the history of
interaction between the early West, the Middle
East (including Central Asia) and China. At the
time, the Middle East, Central Asia, or one could
say, the entire Eurasian continent, was connected
from the Roman Empire to the Han Empire via the
"Silk Road.” Through the "Silk Road,” apart from
trade and conflict, mutual permeations existed
between civilizations, and various "evolutions”



and “variations” derived from them. More than

a thousand years later, Eurasia has once again
become the "heartland" of global geopolitical
focus. American scholar Alfred Thayer Mahan
points out in the The Influence of Sea Power upon
History that whoever controls the sea controls
the world; this is the reason why the United
States became a superpower in the 20th centuzry.
British geographer Halford John Mackinder put
forth in Democratic Ideals and Reality that the
whoever controls Eurasia will control the world.
Was Mr Mackinder's statement a hundred years ago
a prediction of the Chinese government's "Belt
and Road" initiative or the "Westward Route?” The
answer is still in dispute, but it is certain
that the real intention of this initiative is

to re-establish relations between China and
Europe and to be an important strategic measure
to balance the global geopolitical structure.
Needless to say, trade, conflict and evolution
continue to underpin this initiative.

In Xu Zhen's practice, "Evolution" is not a
"Teproduction” or "representation" of the giant
monster of globalization, but rather, a conception
of a new future community with some self-
reflection. This conception, while acknowledging
that globalization is irresistible and does

not have to be resisted, does not appear to be

satisfied with the current state of globalization,
and thus imagines a new future global system

and community. In the recent "Evolution" series
(2016-), he attached the primitive statues from
African and Indian regions onto Dunhuang frescoes
or ancient religious statues, casting open
unconstrained imagination and unspoken discouzrse,
as if they were from their background and their
logic. In fact, it precisely links the The
Starving of Sudan (2008) with the "Middle East
Contemporary Art Exhibition" (2009). The Dunhuang
frescoes and religious portrait sculptures of the
Middle Ages recorded the history of civilization
exchanges between the West, Middle East/Central
Asia and China, and the spread and circulation

of ancient religions; the primitive statues from
Africa and India originally related to Westexn
colonial history and ethnic issues. This shows
that while Xu Zhen's assemblage and hybridization
seems to be a nonsensical banter, in fact, behind
the playfulness hides a complicated history and
politics.

If "Eternity” and Optimizing (2017) are still
able to deliver a balance between the Chinese

and Western civilizations, then Alien 1 as a
starting point does not only refer to the current
turbulent international politics, but also brings
us to the history of trade and war between the
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West, the Middle East/Central Asia and China.
Through the intervention of the Han figurines
of China, the relationship between the United
States and the Middle East has been extended to
the framework of global geopolitics. Alien 1 as
an installation also setups a viewing structure.
In the eyes of the audience, whether it is a Han
figurine or a "prisoner”, it is an object of
observation. The audience, at this time, is not

only the imaginary "imprisoner," "caretaker” or
"perpetrator" but also the ordinary viewer in
front of the TV or the general newspaper reader.
Therefore, we can certainly regard it as a
gesture of protest, but at the same time we must
admit that this is also an object of consumption.
Moreover, the prison scandal was first spread
through the media. The media no doubt seems to be
conveying a certain political stance under the
instigation of capital, but at the same time,

the capital property of the media forces the
weakening of its political nature. Therefore,
media often creates more true and false, right
and wrong, but this norm is not entirely true
with Xu Zhen. His art originally did not carry
any notion of objectiveness or morality: it is
mostly an infinitely hybrid fiction of media and
information, and oftentimes also an object of
citation and amalgamation.

11

The hybrid creation of Alien opens up a new
political space, under the premise of suspending
or combining, dissolving capital and existing
political experience. It also forms the world

of Xu Zhen. It is not so much that it cannot
avoid being a consumable object deeply involved
in capital; it is better to say that capital is
absorbed and resolved by its own powerful gravity
and energy. Just like in his latest series of
paintings “Fortune,” translucent green ancient
jade bracelets are magnified, decomposed and
deducted into deep space like a whirlpool. IT

the jade bracelet is a symbol of eternity, the
visual vortex here seems to be a metaphor fox
globalization. It dissolves the original material
form and frees it from ideological shackles; oz,
in the case of complete failure of the existing
ideological framework, it will transform all that
is solid and eternal into an unnameable black
hole of perception. It is this not-yet-named
blend of aliens and fictional abyss that hides
the impetus for change and the potential of a new
community.
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Alien 1 Tesponds to a certain notion of cultural
conflicts in people’'s mind. The kneeling posture
of prisoners is exactly similar to those of
Eastern Han Dynasty figures, dating from a
thousand years ago. Similar human basic behaviozrs
in different times and contexts remind us to
consider whether human nature has changed over

thousands of years.

The international context of the work combined
to the Han figurines present images filled
with symbols and implications. Their fusion
offers extensive possibilities of imagination
and understanding. Each audience will produce

different judgments leading to various results.
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Alien 2, in the same vein of Eternity-(Buddha

in Nirvana), juxtaposes two sculptures: an
"hermaphrodite” from Greek mythology and a female
figure from the Western Han Dynasty. The Chinese
figurine and the Western sculpture are combined
in a certain attitude to create an intimate and
caring atmosphere, reflecting the attraction

of Eastern and Western civilizations for one
another, as well as their reciprocal intricacies,

curiosity and desire.




B 2 - IBERYHE
Alien 2 - Sleep
Western Han dynas
Musician Playing ¢

TMEEME. Ak, FHEN
Mineral-based composite,
stainless steel, acrylic paint
136x200x165cm

Hermaphroditos 120x186x145cm
Female musician 85x120x806cm
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MI_1653
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In the same vein as the "Eternity” series,

the new series of works “Evolution” is based

on cultural elements spanning time and space,

and focusing on cultural differences within
globalisation. However "Evolution” series escapes
the realm of classical culture to spread its
creation field to a certain primary art, brought
by subculture and cultural borders. Through this
joyful experience, XU ZHEN® presents the cognitive
change resulting from internet development where
web-1ink easiness-of-use and increasing access to

knowledge allow a qualitative change.
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it - E5kE 066 EEXEmREE. HILEA
Evolution-South Wall of Mogao Cave No.66,
Tundo Mask 2017~20618

mLhE

0il on canvas

200x115cm
MI_1662
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H - ERES 254 EfEEEE . ERFEEE
Evolution-West Wall of Mogao Cave No.254,
Senufo Mask 2017~2018

B s

0il on canvas

200x135cm
MI_9639
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"Fortune" (green rings) extracts jade ring as

an independent visual element, through the
deformation, repetition and superposition of

the abstract pattern, a centrifugal illusion

is formed, showing a vortex-like depth of

space. This visual vortex alludes to the states
of globalization. Just as globalization has
dispelled matter and its inherent ideology, the
spiral formed by concentric jade rings transforms
the solid and eternal object into a perceptional
black hole; on the other hand, it also reflects
the cultural meaning of the original jade ring,
which is the cosmic view of the worship of Sun
and Moon divinities. From the Neolithic age, this
traditional sacrificial ritual has concentrated
the evolution of human culture and ideology

for more than thousands of years, and has been
alienated in this work into a new object with
both abstract and representational features.
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Fortune 05:38 2017~2018
A _EhE

0il on canvas

® 256.0 cm
MI_5213

Fortune 11:18 2017~2018

0il on canvas



B 09:06
Fortune 09:06 2017~2018

A _EHE
0il on canvas
® 250.0 cm
MI_4462
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INTERVIEW

Do you think political correctness is a problem?

Political correctness is the beginning of losing
possibilities.

What’s the intention behind the title “Alien”?
It reminds people of the movie “Alien”. Is that

intended? If so, what’'s the meaning and value of

that movie to you?

The Han dynasty kneeling figurines, after
colouring, are given a rich layer of ideology.
They become a contemporary artwork filled with
pertinence and contradictions. In this sense,
this sculpture and ideology 1s strange, unknown
and terrifying like the alien in the movie.

our previous solo exhibition is ivilization
Y 1 hibit “Cc 1 t

Iteration” at Perrotin, Paris. Are these two

exhibitions related somehow?
Of course, all of XU ZHEN®’s works are all about

the reforms, mutations, and transformations of
culture brought on by globalization.

This exhibition contains all new works. Could

you explain the context in which these works are

created? Perhaps focus on the two works named after

the exhibition Alien 1 and Alien 2?

The work Alien 1 is a think trap. It attracts
the audience to think and feel about the work in
a way that forces them to choose and express an
opinion. It reminds people of the paradoxical
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dilemma of China as a rising power, which is
doomed to be demonized as its presence grows.
Is something similar to such an event, which
happened under the system of United States,
waiting to happen, or is already happening, in
China? The context of such an event is, in some
ways, fitting for China of the future.

I personally value how a simple color can drive
so many factors to form a new kinetic energy,
which may also be one of the most important
features of contemporary art.

And Alien 2 reflects a contact with
civilizations, cautious, lacking in self-
confidence and filled with desire, the encounter
between two representatives great civilizations
and they reciprocal inability to understand each
other, while being completely attracted to one
another.

Your works are rarely referring to realist subject,

but this time, uncharacteristically, a whole space

is converted into a concrete scene. How is this

material special to you? Is it because real events

trigger your interest in the subject, or does it

mean that the material has more than just political

significance for you?

For me this event isn’'t only limited to this
context. It is a kind of landscape. When I see
the kneeling figurines of Han Dynasty from
thousands of years ago, I was immediately
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reminded of persons from this event kneeling on
the floor. The two images are so identical.

This subject for me also has another layer. Is
others’ society related to me? Are events I
wasn't involved in related to me? Can we really
disassociate ourselves from these events? How do
I actively change the reality? Is art a channel
that exists outside of reality and logic? Or is
art in fact a loophole of reality, a kind of
possibility?

Power is a concept we often encounter in daily life.

We both fear and desire it. How do you understand

power?

Power is ecology. Where there's power there'’s
struggle, and where there's struggle there’s
possibility.

The "Evolution" series in this exhibition, which

combines the elements of the African mask and the

Dunhuang frescoes, were defined as a "painting

installation." Can you explain this definition?

In the history of painting, this reference to

African culture usually refers to the notion of

"primitive", and Michael Leja in his interpretation

of the New York school, argues that the "primitive"

is also an ideology of people's understanding of

"primitive society" through the lens of colonialism,

nationalism, imperialism, racism and the

contemporary social mechanisms such as the "Third

43

World". Do you agree with this statement? Does the

"primitivism" of this flow play a role in your work?

The paintings of the "Evolution” series are pixel
sketch paintings. The painter plots the picture
on the canvas at a rate of 50,000-160,000 pixels
per day. At the same time, this kind of creation
is based on a culture of observation, learning
and judgment method produced by the Internet
search engine. The core of this series is the
affirmation of the new aesthetics created with
this method. Undexr these conditions, the existing
knowledge experience creates new meanings. This
series not only emphasizes the commonality and
fluidity between African culture and Dunhuang
culture, more importantly, it demonstrates the
confidence and methodology in the transformation
and redefinition of culture in this era.

"Fortune (Green Ring)" presents the abstract image

that you have not dabbled in for a long time, but

the source is actually the “jade ring” which is a

familiar daily object for the Chinese people. Is the

transforming relationship between the abstract and

representational something you want to express it?

How is the symbolic nature of the jade ring and its

accompanying ideology translated and reconstructed

in the works?
This series is a kind of contemporary totem. The

jade ring is a metaphor for the acceleration
of people's understanding of the universe.
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The transformation between the abstract and
Tepresentational corresponds to the kinetic
energy created by the mixture of Western
rTationality and Eastern sensibility. The image
of the jade ring from thousands of years ago
is being used again now, like the code of
civilization is being cracked and rebozn.

Your focus went from art and commerce to post-pop to

post-globalization to the process of civilization,

and then to "alien". Do you feel that your creative

clues are gradually reaching a kind of question? And

how have these changes of creative directions taken

you into this question step-by-step?

From the early reflection of reality to the
Tecent creation of reality, it is clear that our
woIrks are constantly expressing a philosophy
that is a "possibility":. the possibilities under
different times, dilemmas and problems. Art is
full of unknowns.

Your works have been deepening and advancing, but
at the same time the XU ZHEN® brand and the MadeIn

company's operation has been running in parallel.

In your opinion, how have they been influencing each
other?

The company or this person in the context of
this great era must be constantly seeking change
and novelty. Art has to create a variety of
possibilities for its time, and also become the
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energy of the characteristics of the era. The
emergence of MadeIn Company and XU ZHEN® is not
a coincidence, but a way in which contemporary
culture must come into being today. Diverse
collaborations, rapid iterations, efficient
management, and other contemporary social
characteristics have been benignly embodied by
our company, to ensure that art becomes our
greatest profit.

Your concern seems to be accelerating changes

in comparison with more consistent artists. Is

this concern created by the time and cultural

environment?

We should be one of the most representative art
phenomena in this era. The operation mode of
company, rich ideas, high yield, high efficiency,
diverse forms, the mufti-disciplinary creations
and so on are fully embodied in us. I think
contemporary art needs to evolve in new ways and
means to deal with the multiple, complex and
undefined realities. As elitism and political
correctness are becoming more prevalent and
easily exploited today, contemporary art will
continue to have new tasks and passions.

What do you think is happening with the world? And

how do you understand these trends?

Everything goes into uncertainty; anything,
it seems, can be changed. The world is moving
towards a new appearance. We are, of course,
trying to accelerate this situation.



ShanghART Shanghai ZE&MLE

B, WX EAE 2555 S 10 S, b5, E 200232
West Bund, Bldg. 16, No.2555 Longteng Avenue,
Xuhui District, Shanghal 266232, China

t. +86 21-6359 3923|info@shanghartgallery.com

ShanghART M50 &g M50

X EFLE 50 S 16 SH, Li§, FE 200060

Bldg 16, 56 Moganshan Rd., Putuo District,
Shanghai 266666, China

t. +86 21-3632 2097 |info@shanghartgallery.com

ShanghART Beijing &HRAILR

XN 7RSI 261 S, bR, FE 160015

261 Cao Chang Di, 0ld Airport Road,

Chaoyang District, Beijing 1660615, China

t. +86-10 6432 3202|infobj@shanghartgallery.com

ShanghART Singapore &AM

EHIJER , LOCK 95 62-22, F 168937

Gillman Barracks, ©2-22, 9 Lock Road, Singapore 168937
t. + 65 6734 9537 |info@shanghartsingapore.com

www.shanghartgallery.com



