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REZRBERNLEFRRERS,

BT RIS, B RAGHN,
ROBEREMABREATERUR — S04 ERREEHMLEET,
BHER: (), HkiEE, BSEHEE, 19795k, 55, #1560

What is now aroused in us by works of art is not just immediate enjoyment but our judgment also,
since we subject to our intellectual consideration (i) the content of art,

and (ii) the work of art’s means of presentation,

and the appropriateness or inappropriateness of both to one another.

Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, Vol. I, 1835 (Translation T.M. Knox, 1973)

B, (ok) , 1998, B, 4'
Xu Zhen, Shouting, 1998, video, 4 min.

P W

BERT AR G E BT 20 PR E, 3T Xu Zhen's Madeln moniker is a hotly debated new guise
&R ‘*’FZ*@H’IJW]E!NG, ﬂfE‘,H’iﬁ A for an artist who has continuously challenged his own

el e ey 2 dhe i identity. Bao Dong charts the tricks of anonymity and
ﬁlﬂdﬁﬁﬂl'@‘? BV, —HZARR RARAAET asks whether the pseudo-corporate name change is

T | T sHRE, just a ruse, or a defense against the enemy within.
By, AR R —FAGER . BIMM, WEAELE Xu Zhen's earliest works played on instinet and extem-

iR PSR, EEXENIES, i (B4 ) # (%) & poraneity, interventions pasted onto the skin of everyday
BT EEEE, XIS RS R life. Think of his early videos Shout (1997) and Rainbow
 HERBH T it S, hEEh—EESE (1998), for which he gained international recognition. Xu
SR (k— kA SPkEBE RIS S GIFEE RN, ST, very quickly eame to grasp this extemporaneous style, con-
EA T . BYE, M (A5 SIS L S seiously—even strategically—developing from it an entire
TR, ThR b, X EEMT RN E RO BRI guerrilla method. With this he challenged and provoked all
T RS —EA SN S RER R, 4 SO of taboos, artistie, cultural, political, ethical. and intel-
AENERENETH, REZENZAU S S5EB%K, A5
Z, FEIRTIR A, WARFEA .

lectual. Every bastion of rule or custom became his enemy.

In fact, this was nothing more than the program of the old-
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RENG, KIEEER
Xu Zhen

The Starving of §
2008, Installation views
Long March Space, B

TR, (240D
1998, Ef&, 3'50"
Xu Zhen, Rainbow
1998, video

3 min. 50 sec.
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Tk HMadeln,

s FA[ DI B fR A made inesee--
— MR AR,

— P B,

As a name, Madeln evokes a
kind of agent-less fabrication,
a nameless production.

school avant-garde, to oppose everything everyone took for
granted, and nothing moreso than defined, accepted artistic
concepts and taste. In short, the avant-garde went against
the viewer. It took the viewer as foe.

By 2008, Xu Zhen had followed this path to its summit.
or perhaps to a dead end. Using objects, props, and actors, he
recreated the scene captured by Kevin Carterin his Pulitzer-
prize-winning photograph of a starving toddler in Sudan.
The piece raised a series of questions about the ethies of view-
ing. drawing on the discussions raised by the original photo
and the rhetorical strategies of appropriation, replication,
and simulacrum with which he so painstakingly recreated it.
Why should we look at what Kevin Carter looked at, and why
in simulacral form? What does a Chinese artist have to do
with this photograph and its story, or with what happens in
Alfrica? Regardless of whether we see raising these questions
as Xu's conscious intention. or as objective “side-effects” of
the work itself, this was the point where he started to hide un-
der the cloak of “guerrilla” strategy. His earlier works could
nearly all be said to have precise effects, but this piece did
not. He merely constructed a context with unelear boundar-
ies, moving from a strategy of directly provoking viewers to
one of pushing them to look back in on themselves. An artist
who seeks to advance self-reflection is of course a practitioner
of the same, hiding among the other viewers of his work, be-
coming one of them. In this moment, the work stops playing
on the anxieties of taste and meaning. becoming instead an
indirect inquiry into intellectual values.

What happened next was quite natural: Xu Zhen gave
up hisidentity as “XuZhen,” and began using the name “Ma-
deIn.” He wants to hide himself as much as possible, not just
because his name happens to be well known in the art world.
but more as a way of eliding altogether hisidentity asan “art-
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2009, ##

800 x 800 x 60 cm
Madeln

Seeing One's Own Eyes
2009, installation

800 x 800 x 60 cm
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ZTmaAaE], (ALY , 2000, gk, LTI, 87 x 120 x 42 cm
Madeln, Perpetual Motion Machine
19, mesh wire, light bulbs, 87 x 120 x 42 cm

ist,” and the mythologies that go along with that identity. As
a name, MadelIn evokes a kind of agent-less fabrication, a
nameless production. Such a strategy of removing one’s sub-
jectivity is actually nothing less than making an enemy of
oneself, as if the enemy lies within us, taking up a position
and installing its spies at every junection.

Having chosen this strategy of lying low or incubating,
the most pressing task became to observe himself from the
outside. Madeln’s first exhibition in 2009 was thus a medita-
tion on the pressing question of cultural identity and its role
in contemporary art. This show was a conscious transgres-
gion: MadeIn “counterfeited” a body of works by an imagined
group of Middle Eastern artists, bringing to the fore the very
sort of cultural essentialism that lies behind so much think-
ing on “contemporary Chinese art,” voiced in the stylized
forms of “international contemporary art.” Here were palm
trees, garden swimming pools, Arabic architecture, ruins,
wars, oil wells, carpets, and deft combinations of the above.
[s this not the way in which contemporary Chinese art is
made for the eyes of the other? This was Madeln’s point, inan
exhibition entitled “Seeing One’s Own Eyes.” which might
be more awkwardly restated as “looking at one’s own way of
looking,” i.e., looking in on oneself.

Shortly thereafter, Madeln set its sights on “interna-
tional contemporary art,” downloading massive quantities
of political cartoons from Western media outlets, cutting
them out, mixing them up, and arbitrarily collaging them
back together. In a series of hanging tapestries. Madeln
worked in a method approaching automatic writing. An-
other series of floor pieces entitled “Metal Langunage” also in-
corporated language from cartoons. The cartoons are most-
lv in the style of R. Crumb. They touch on every topie, but
gravitate mostly toward sex and politics, the sorts of stories
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Madeln gives its audience nothing
less and nothing more than the
external appearance of mainstream
Western contemporary art, something
excessively stylized and superficial.
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2009, HEEE. |TITH
800 x 800 x 320 cm

Madeln, Love in fact results

from an excess of dopamine in the brain
2009, polystyrene board, disco light ball
800 x 80O x 320 cm
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Americans hanker after. However,

Madeln extracted only
the visual style of these cartoons, in particular, the forms
of their signature speech bubbles. The content was reorga-
nized with such utter fragmentation that the most a viewer
could hope to grasp was a stray sentence fragment here o1
there. In other words, Madeln here gave its audience noth-
ing less and nothing more than the external appearance of
mainstream Western contemporary art, something exces-
sively stylized and superficial. To exacerbate the feeling of
showmanship, Madeln added strips of cloth, threads, and
glittering embroidery. unserupulously piled up like so many
empty, flowery adjectives. The installation made entirely of
Styrofoam which featured so prominently in Madeln’s ex-
hibition “Spread” perhaps most clearly reveals the author’s
intentions. In this work, cheap packing materials and gaudy
revolving lights pushed the empty flaunting to an extreme.
Its title, Love in fact results from an excess of dopamine in
the brain, makes similar affectations of profundity. The en-
tire exhibition shows off, showofishly.

This is quite obviously what MadelIn is trying to insinu-
ate in an exhibition that so intentionally collages “interna-
tional styles” and hinges on the same so-called “micropoli-
tics” one sees in museum and galleries the world over. Madeln
seems to mock these styles, but is actually mocking our rev-
erence toward them. Of course, irony is nothing fresh, par-
ticularly for Xu Zhen, for whom it was a habitual rhetorical
strategy. The difference is that this irony has no present ob-
Ject, which is to say it exists entirely in relation to the viewer.
Thisimplies an intellectual engagement with the rules of the
artgystem in which we are all implicated, trying to break out

of its invisible cage. Xu's earlier work also dealt with the Sys-
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2009, 8 (&HES)

Madeln, Metal Language
2009, installation (metal chains)

AT, (HHEB-011), 2009, Hik@E, %% 550 x 350 cm
Madeln, Spread B-011, 2009, collage, cloth and mixed media, 550 x 350 cm
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tem, but only in Madeln does it gain full expression.
Perhaps that is the true import of the transition from
Xu Zhen to Madeln, from “guerrilla warfare™ to “sleeper
cell”: to open an internal eritique, hopefully anonymous and
certainly not individualized. in order to enable critique to
continue, or at the very least to prevent unseen cages from
closing on us. At least since Duchamp, the impetus for art has
come from metacritique, and the lack of such eritique in Chi-
nais precisely why contemporary art here has been unable to
establish its own subjectivity, whether in the international
cultural system or in the domestic socio-enltural nexus. Too
often, Chinese artists have lacked this systemic conscious-
ness, hoping only to play well at the games of others. without
stopping to question the game itself. Of course things are not
assimple as refusing the game, despite what some may think.
Much harder is to fight one’s way onto the battlefield. using
the rules to eritique the rules. In one sense, what Madeln at-
tempts is no different from what the great Modernists did.
Only the content of the fight has changed—from form, me-
dium, and aesthetics to system, concept, and practice. Seen
thus, Madeln fits squarely into the Duchampian tradition.
From the perspective of intellectual history, Madeln’s
emphasis on its corporate identity seems unnecessary, even
if it provides a temporarily effective hiding place for “Xu
Zhen,” and evenif we hope that eventually he can thoroughly
do away with his own “artist-ness.” But the company might
still be better understood as astage in Xu's own self-critique,
achannel, or perhaps a shell that he chooses but does not fun-
damentally need. That said. the company form does allow Xu
to escape quite a few problems, and to be ever more unscru-
pulous, asin the UCCA’s “Breaking Forecast” exhibition last
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2010, B, %48, 300 x 800 x 300 cm
Madeln, In mass exercise, the greater

| the conflict between theory and reality,

| the stronger its eagerness to impose
beliefs on others

2010, wax, military caps, 300 x 800 x 300 cm
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Madeln, The struggle of man 2010, BEAHEL, EEIT. 28
against power is the struggle of memory 300 x 500 x 300 cm
against forgetting Madeln, Poetry is an expression of life or
2010, poly, 600 x 200 x 1000 cm even better—poelry is life itself. Not only
so, life in poetry expresses life better than
reality does

2010, marble, barber shop lights
sunny-side up egg, 300 x 500 x 300 cm
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2010, KEH, 70 x 60 x 50 cm
Madeln, The people is a beast of muddy
brain. It does not know its own force;
it only knows absolute obedience No. |
2010, marble, 70 x 60 x 50 cm
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2010, X EH, 180 x 100 x 80 cm
Madeln, The people is a beast of muddy brain. It does not know
its own force; it only knows absolute obedience No. 3
2010, marble, 180 x 100 x 80 cm

fall. where he used it as a strategem by which to mock art-
ists of his own generation. Now incorporated, Xu can enter
more conveniently into every single aspect of the contempo-
rary art system. If one day he were to develop Madeln into a
sprawling system that encompassed a magazine, a website, a
zallery. an auction house, a museum, and so on, no one would
be surprised—even if for now, MadeIn looks much more like
an artist collective with Xu at its center.

These days, this collective seems to love nothing more
than research into systems of artistic production and recep-
tion. ever fond of stealthily luring the viewer into the traps it
sets.and yet hinting as muchin the process, leaving the view-
erin astate of ungrounded doubt. This all seems to evoke an
intellectual vitality wherein perception or sensibility has
been almost completely elided, finally reduced to the small-
st possible degree. Madeln's recent exhibition “Don’t Hang
Your Faith on the Wall” at Long March Space in Beijing went
as far as doing away with the material forms of the works
themselves. The “works™ that appear in the photographs
that comprise this exhibition, mostly sculptures, were dis-
carded as soon as the images were made. The viewer only sees
the photographs, which are in turn sold as unique objects,
with widely varying prices that correspond to the scale and
‘mportance of the object they represent. The objects depicted
seem to come from the pages of an art history book, and are

ttled with lengthy quotes sueh as “A real subjection is born
mechanieally from a fictitious relation™ and “Crowds do not
‘ove logical argumentation, they are not to be influenced by
seasoning, and can only comprehend rough-and-ready as-
sociations of ideas.” These quotes come from classies of phi-
w=ophy and theory, but Madeln doesn’t care about what they
“ave tosay. Just asin his earlier exhibitions, he uses these ti-
ties only as bait. The “artworks” in the photos, which appear

to be on display in imagined museums, are cages to contain
those who get uncontrollably excited at the very mention of
Foucault, Ortega, or Heidegger. If you spend long enough
flipping through catalogues, you will also find the originals
for the distinctly shanzhaiworks in the pictures. if you hap-
pen to be someone who believes in “aesthetic precision.”

We can easily reconstruct the ereative process behind
these works: Xu Zhen and his MadelIn crew chose sentences.
then imagined themselves as the aforementioned theory-
happy viewer. Then they played around with objects until
they found some entertaining combinations, took pictures of
them, matched them with the quotes, and hung them on the
wall. When the viewer imagines himself to have understood
the work, Madeln's “creation.” which is to say its ruse, is com-
plete. The word “artwork™ must be put inside scare quotes,
regardless of whether we mean the “work” in the photo or the
photo as “work.” If we must use this troubled word. I would
rather see the entire exhibition, or perhaps more precisely,
the relations of production and reception that it makes vis-
ible, as the “work.”

In fact, there is nothing new about this line of inquiry
into production and reception; all MadelIn does is bring this
tolight, make it into an object of reflection. In this way, Ma-
deln’s entire creative practice becomes part of the very real-
ity it eritiques. Put another way, we don’t need to hold out
any hope of Madeln actually changing anything. Aside from
posing an intellectual challenge, T don’t care whether Ma-
deln eventually lives up to Xu Zhen's repeated] v stated goal
of building a system. Knowing that the enemy might have
already infiltrated us. shouldn’t it also stand to reason that
if we are forced to oppose the enemy, that can only mean that
we are already under its control? &
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