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EF#OED. 2011-2012

The Light Of Eternality
2011-2012, photography
Dimensions variable
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Welcome To Birdhead World Again In Venice

Installation view. “ILLU M Inations: The 54th Venice Biennale.” 2011

162




5 Bk R AL S R e A M i R R B R R,
Re—AESY . K. AW bl T g LR AR HESR
By challenging the traditional aesthetics of photography and exhibition,

Birdhead is constructing a continuous, expanding, and incessantly
reimagined world of their own.

WHO IS BIRDHEAD? The strange name
itself seems to portend a different kind ol art-
ist, a different kind of artistic practice. This
name has grown in renown ever since Li Weiyu
and Song Tao began using it as a label for their
artistic collaborations in 2004, Birdhead has
aradually come to overshadow their existence
as individual artists, to the extent that people
who have known the pair for quite a while still

have trouble remembering who is who.

Li and Song have offered an account of

the origins of the Birdhead name: in 2004,

when they first had the idea of taking pictures
together, they hit a series of random keys on
a keyboard to name a new folder filled with
their photographs. The result—produced by
the associative algorithms of Chinese character
was the Chinese charac-

prediction software
ters for “bird” and “head.” Thus was Birdhead
born, a combination of carelessness and associ-
ation, and indeed, these two concepts are cru-
cial to understanding the duo’s photography.

So what does Birdhead do?

Consider the scene of a typical Birdhead
exhibition, such as their contribution to a
themed exhibition at last vear's Venice Bien-
nale. Birdhead covered nearly 200 square me-
ters of a seven-meter-high wall with a neat ma-
trix of 24-inch photographs, 160 in all. Then
they hung a wood-framed edition ol a famous
Song poem, Xin Qiji's Chou Nu Er, from the
two massive pillars standing in front of the wall
of photos.

It is not uncommon for someone to look
at Birdhead's work and say, “Anvone can take
photographs like that,” Standing in front of
one of the massive matrices in which Birdhead
presents photographs, many observers™ first
impression is one of pictures taken carelessly.
But this opinion is based on a preexisting con-
ception of photography in which individual

photographs must possess attributes of light.

color, composition, and aesthetic significance.

These attributes have been canonized over

the course of 170 vears of reiteration: the practices ol several genera-

tions of photo artists. All along, these practices have attempted not to
reference drawing and painting, but to challenge or even overthrow it.
Consequently. photo artists have been the opposite of careless when it
comes to composition, setting, focus, exposure, and development. This
diligence carries into the selection of which photographs to show. and
ultimately, andiences are left appreciating only assiduous photography
and nothing else. In these circumstances, Birdhead's allegedly careless
stvle of photography and exhibition challenges viewers' understanding
of photography. “Anvone can take photographs like that” is music to
Birdhead's ears.

The concept of association is essential to understanding Birdhead's
work and the significance that lies behind its carelessness. I careless-
ness is a judgment made on the mighty foundations of rationality, then
association is a spiritual activity requiring even greater emotion and
perceptual participation. It is the creative roam of our consciousness.
Association occurs when one sees fallen flowers and passing clouds and
thinks of the ephemerality of vouth or the impermanence of human life.
The undulation of emotions frames an ineffable cognizance in which

the most ordinary of objects, the gentlest of breezes, or the blandest
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of biscuits all have the capac ity to send the
subconscious to completely unrelated places.
In the closely packed presentation of Bird-
head’s careless photographs, subtle emotional
changes recall the streams ol consciousness in
the work of Proust and Jovce. Series of minute
emotional triggers are continuously gathered,
transterred, and reinforced, ultimately surging
in a tidal wave of chain reactions. They may be
frivolous, indignant, or jovtul. They may also
be abject or sorrowful. But most often, they
are equivocal or indifferent, like the peaks and
troughs of regular waves.

I'he Xin Qiji poem hung from the pillars
in Venice echoes the overall variations in mood
affected by the photographs presented on the
wall. The text employs a traditional form ol

Chinese couplets:

EHAED. 2006-20075

Xin Cun. 2006-2007, photography, dime

In JJ.jl'_\'urrhr.' I knew litte woe
Up to a tower ['d like to go
Up to a tower 1'd like to go

For a new poem 1 forced sorrow

Which now I perfectly know

But hardly could it be 1old

But hardly could it he told

Fonly say U'm glad the fall is cold

On the surface, the poem seems to describe the development of the
narrator’s anxiety as an artist and poet. It recounts the changes in mood
endured by an individual during different stages of his life. These changes
are ultimately concentrated in the words “sorrow™ and “fall.” Once the nar-
rator learns the taste of sorrow, he no ||:H_'_'|!'l writes about the sadness in
his heart. His feelings allow him only to say, “I'm glad the fall is cold™ (in
Chinese, the charvacter for “fall” is only different from that of “sorrow” in

its lack of the radical for “heart™). Is this rational participation—from the
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eager expression of sorrow to the mdifferent
observation of the seasons—not the same realiza-

tion that Birdhead has achieved through thei

OWIN creative journey?

The 44 Chinese characters in Xin Qiji’s
])u(‘ll] can ;ll\n |1(' hlllllll ill lllt' |]|]r|l\|:_'r.|l1|1\
in the matrix on the facing wall. The photog-
raphers shuttled through Shanghai’s wide
boulevards and narrow lanes, searching within
everyday environments for contemporary uses
ol these characters. From signboards, black-
boards, packaging materials, t-shirts, and even

ens, the char-

dictionaries and computer s
acters are captured with cameras and rear-
ranged in order, piecing together Xin's poem.
The characters were diligently collected—both
photographers moved together from site to

site, choosing the right time of dav, and shot

with analog film—but the result is necessarily

obscure. The photographs juxtapose characters produced and displayed
in different fonts and styles, written by hand, printed, o displayed on
screen. Thus Birdhead emphasizes that the individual photographs
have no significance. But nor are they the results of carelessness, for
they have been incorporated into the photographers’ understanding ol
history, their emphasis on artistic lineage, and their considerations ol
their environment and personal creativity

At a release party for a Birdhead photography book, Xin Cun, Song
Ia0 offered his take on the relationship between individual photographs

nd artworks l'lll]\'i\[ill_‘__'; of large t]ll:lll[i[]l'- of FJ||r|It|g| :l}:h\': “*When EJ{':uph'

listen to a song, they do not pay attention to a single note. They enjoy the
overall melody. For us, ]rln.lng,:mph\ follows the same principles.”
Perhaps these words are the perfect expression of Birdhead's unique
approach to photography. Looking back on the history of the collabora-
tion, there are changes evident in Birdhead's practice and conception of

In their first exhibition, “Welcome to Birdhead World,” at

l:|1utr:gl"||1||\
ShanghAR

in the conventional fashion, with the exception of a suitcase packed with

s Shanghai space in April 2005, they presented photographs

a large number of photographs. In *Welcome to Birdhead World Again,”

(PN R 2010
t 310
The End Of Mainland, 2010

\rtists 510 Publishing Honse

(PN FRE

2000-20010)
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a summer 2007 exhibition at BizArt in Shanghai, Birdhead printed their

photographs on adhesive paper. Viewers were invited to place the art-
work on the walls as they pleased. Each Birdhead exhibition since has
reused that same title. At an exhibition in early 2010 at the new National
Art Center in ‘Tokyo, Birdhead presented their first formal combination
of classical poetry with a wall matrix of photographs (a “rehearsal” of this
format was on view at the Lianzhou International Photo Festival in late
2009). This combination appeared again at the 2011 Venice Biennale as
well as at solo shows in Florence and London, and will be on view this fall
at New Photography 2012 at MoMA in New York.
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Welcome To Birdhead World Again
2010, photography

Dimensions variable

These recent exhibitions reveal how Bird-
head’s attitude toward traditional photography
has developed from deference to rebellion. By
reinterpreting conventional aesthetics, they
have attempted to develop their own language
ol photography. Though it was in the Western
world that photography was invented and its
acsthetic standards were established, Birdhead

has combined the art form with the traditions of

classical Chinese literature. Rather than drawing

B E PN R

AEEREIP A GTF WL L2 %t —FE,
RFERATG 5 SRR — i g,

“When people listen to a song,

they do not pay attention to a single note.

They enjoy the overall melody.

For us. photography follows the same principles,”

on Pictorialism to, say, transform Western painting into Chinese painting,
Birdhead merges them together by way of spontaneity. Their artistic prac-
tice is rooted in spiritual resonance as well as the pursuit of an effect both
literary and willful.

Editing and publishing photography books is another core compo-
nent of Birdhead's creative work. These projects reveal the depth of the
influence that Japanese photo-books have had on Li and Song. They
also reflect the artists” interest in how the results of creativity become
“products” that are “circulated.” Birdhead have registered their own
imprint, 310 Publishing, and produced Xin Cun and The End of Main-
land; a third book, Qian Qiu Guang, is due later this year.

Birdhead demonstrates an uncanny persistence in their focus on
technique and concern with tradition. Using only analog cameras, they
refresh their catalog at a vate of about 10,000 pictures per vear. In this
process they have employed more than 40 cameras, from 135 SLRs and
Rangefinders to Instamatics, from TLRs and 4x5 Technicals to dispos-
ables, from Polaroids to underwater cameras. They have even mounted
astronomical telescope lenses on ordinary cameras. They have em-
ployed tools from more than half of photographic history's scope; but
the march of time and the advances of technology make no difference
to Birdhead. This meticulous attitude forms a sharp contrast with their
unrepentant style of image “carpet-bombing.”

Whether it is a few photos or a few hundred, quantity is not central

to Birdhead's practice—but it has shaped their working methods and
the way their work is viewed. Each time a camera shutter captures a

moment and a memory, the image passes through their sorting and ar-

rangement process. The end result is whole books of photographs, or
dazzling seas of prints filling a wall. Through all of this, Birdhead main-
tains a respectful reverence of their forebears. That is to say, for Bird-
head, the point is not about quantity versus quality. They are concerned
with the capacity of photography to become an expression of the cere-
bral and the sensuous. To this end, they gather together images of vari-
ous forms, challenging the aesthetic standard of singular images. Rather
than present a pearl, they string together a necklace with their process
of assembling, dispersing, and mixing. “Birdhead's World™ is composed
of these photo matrices, poetic couplets, photography books, and what-
ever future photography-related objects they will devise, This offers one
explanation of their perennial exhibition title, “Welcome to Birdhead
World Again™: by challenging the traditional aesthetics of photography
and exhibition, Birdhead is constructing a continuous, expanding, and
incessantly reimagined world of their own, 2

r=zhen/worm)

(Poetry translation atvvibuted 1o Xi



