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Introduction

This publication documents and contextualises two parallel
exhibitions by Chris Zhongtian Yuan No Door, One Window,
Only Light at Macalline Center of Art, Beijing and Home Is
Where the Music Is at Reading International, Reading, as part of
a wider UK-China collaborative project.

No Door, One Window, Only Light brings together four

video works, drawings, and several installations to form a
periodic retrospect and survey of recent works and a newly
commissioned film. Reading International’s presentation
in response is comprised of a series of video, sound and
architectural installations responding to the history,
architecture and the institutional structure of Brock Keep,
a former military barracks built in 1877, which houses the
exhibition venue 571 Oxford Road, Open Hand Open Space.

The two exhibitions and related events provide a conversation
around Chris Zhongtian Yuan's architectural and musical
approach to engage with the filmic medium. Yuan examines
ways in which spaces of exile and absence are politicised.
Recomposing vernacular sonic and spatial materials, Yuan’s
work investigates narratives and politics simultaneously
building and dismantling our everyday spaces. Drawing from a
wide range of music genres such as punk, jazz and noise, Yuan
uses sound in a way to re-imagine and improvise memory and
resistance.

Their works often visit marginalised communities that are



subject to neglect or perplexity amid collective histories, rapid
growth or grand narratives. These works consist in persistently
representing home and diaspora/exile as conflicting concepts,
while making efforts in a space of contradiction and absence
to trace various forms of life, feelings and emotions, and weak
signals trapped between technological evolutions.

Yuan’s previous projects Close, Closer (2020-2021), Wuhan Punk
(2020) shown at Reading International, and 1815 (2019-20)
examine the complex tensions between collective histories and
autobiographical intimacy, centre and margins, and between
individuals and institution, normalising the in-between spaces
that cross these dichotomies. The newly commissioned three-
channel video work, titled No Door, One Window, Only Light
(2023), builds on this series of videos by focusing on an artist
friend from home who passed away in 2022, to pose questions
around home, absence, trauma and sanity.

And interview between Susanne Clausen and Chris Zhongtian
Yuan contextualises the exhibition in Reading, Natalia
Grabowska reflects on the use and application of sound in the
work, May Adadol Ingawanij on generational relations and
legacy , Wenny Teo contextualizes the newly commissioned
film No Door, One Window, Only Light and Clement Huang’s
article reviews the exhibition in Beijing.

Contributors: Susanne Clausen, Natalia Grabowska, Clement
Huang, May Adadol Ingawanii, Wenny Teo, Chris Zhongtian
Yuan.

148 x 210 cm 168 pages, Text in English and Mandarin
Publication design by Lois Zhang
Published by OnCurating.org

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International
License.



Interview with Chris Zhongtian Yuan
by Susanne Clausen

Susanne Clausen:

Your installation for Reading International is hosted by 571
Oxford Road and the gallery is located in a ninteenth century
former army barrack, surrounded by Ministry of Defence
signs and fronted by international food stores on the Oxford
Road. What interested you in the space and its architecture?

Chris Zhongtian Yuan:

What drew me initially about the architecture of the 571
Oxford Road gallery space is its resemblance to the Youth
Autonomous Centre. The resemblance is not apparent—the
Youth Autonomous Centre was hosted in this small, two-storey
concrete building, whereas Brock Keep (where the 571 Oxford
Road gallery is hosted) is this giant brick building. Despite
differences in scale, material, and context, both spaces have
this run-down or ‘squatter’ quality to it.

Both buildings have a history of repurpose. The Youth
Autonomous Centre is a youth-gathering space, seeking
alternative ways of living and governing, which existed
between 2008-2016. It was featured in my first video work
Boundless City (2010), then again revisited in Wuhan Punk
(2020) ten years later. In Boundless City, I interviewed Mai
who took over this abandoned farmhouse on the outskirts of
Wuhan and founded the Centre. After the original footage had
gone missing and I was only left with a few stills, I became
interested in scrutinising every single detail, object and
furniture piece that I could identify from the stills. Like the



house itself, I noticed that many of these details might have
come from the house or personal belongings. This turned
the Centre into a very domestic space where the most critical
conversations were happening in an intimate setting. In this
way, knowledge around resistance and social movement

was produced through mundane daily life and connections
amongst friends.

Brock Keep was built in 1881, at a time when local counties
established councils and a military presence. In previous
decades, it was a homeless shelter, and more recently, artist
studios. So there is a sense of resisting the original function
through minimal interventions. As you mentioned, the
building sits in the neighbourhood where many international
food stores are, and it is also within 15 minutes’ walking
distance to my apartment in Reading. Daily life has softened
its presence and time has made its imprint on its decaying
facade. The idea of making an open door community art space
in this context is familiar to me.

There is definitely a level of projection—I think I was
intentionally making connections and finding similarities
between the two spaces, such as the sequence of experiencing
the space, the courtyard, the front gate and the greenery.
When one space is lost forever, it is perhaps human nature

to seek for a replacement or something with resemblance

in another space, and this desire drives us to move beyond
existing assumptions around identity, community and nation-
state.

Susanne:

The installation combines a series of works that reference
each other in different ways. Wuhan Punk and Cloudy Song
(2022) are closely linked through a recurring narrative. The
works bring together urban footage and digitally rendered
landscapes, accompanied by a steady but perhaps melancholic



combination of Chinese punk music, radio sounds, and
narration. The foggy urban landscape of Wuhan appears,
opening up a range of ambiguous spaces. The narrator focuses
on a figure, a friend from Wuhan’s underground music scene
in the 90s.

In Cloudy Song the archival footage of a punk event reappears
together with two actors moving through space and the
narration reflects on the recurring features of a certain
historical time and space. Cloudy Song also features the paper
model that you installed in a third space together with two
prints showing two childhood photographs of yourself with
your mother. There are moments of recurrence; images and
objects appear and reappear throughout the installation and
the video works. Could you explain how you organised the
installation?

Chris:

I have been thinking a lot about the relationship between
Wuhan Punk and Cloudy Song. After making and showing
Boundless City in 2010, I became very hesitant about making
works surrounding Wuhan because it is simply an uneasy place
for me to interrogate. In the years after, I have also reflected
on my fraught relationship with home more critically - there
is always this anxiety about knowing too much but at the same
time knowing nothing about it. In the summer of 2019, I met
up with an artist friend who was visiting London from Wuhan
and that was when I heard about Mai’s disappearance. During
the pandemic, I discovered his punk identity which led me to
uncover a whole history of this rather obscured movement
that was happening right in front of me, but I simply was too
young to acknowledge it. This disappeared figure became this
portal for me to inquire into and re-imagine the notion of
home.

Over the last year, I visited the Oxford Road gallery space a



few times and each time I was captured by the amount of
things that it is able to accommodate, as well as how everyday
life bleeds into the art. When we were installing the show,

I became interested in finding the leftover construction
materials or existing furniture hiding in the closets, storage
and underneath the stairwells. In this process of ‘improvised
excavation’, I found paint stands, plywood panels, personal
photographs and old portraits of the building, and suddenly
I was able to establish a personal connection to the space.
Growing up, art and life have always been intertwined,
sometimes in unproductive or melodramatic ways. After
working as an artist professionally, it took me sometime to
realise that I needed to put in place boundaries with the art
world because my relationship with the art world has always
been too intimate.

The organisation of the show perhaps reflects such thinking

- you'd enter the show by following the disappeared punk
musician, then into a room that reconstructs my childhood
living room with a scaled model, punk footage from the 90s
and photographs with my mother. Opposite the room, there

is this sound recording playing this tunnel-like space filled
with yellow light. Down the dark hallway, there are two
videos placed in each ‘cell room’. Videos are partitioned by the
existing structures of the space, while sound bleeds between
the spaces.

Susanne:

You are referencing notions of home, exile, and refuge as key
moments of enquiry in your work. Cloudy Song features an Al
persona who discusses the importance of personal memory
in relation to history. It also references the image of a ghost
and this is something that came up several times in our panel
discussion. What is the significance of the ghost for you?



Chris:

The ghost is a recurring figure in my work and often takes on
a multitude of identities in different contexts. I think it started
with my frustration of not being able to locate certain people,
times and spaces in my life. These ghosts are a way of speaking
about the unspeakable, as they give us a certain materiality

to the most liminal things. At the same time, they can also

be seen as reincarnations of failed revolutionaries, figures
forgotten by history or the ones who lost their home. In some
contexts, there is this sense of pessimism in understanding
how the power structure might have shaped these ghosts. In
this context, ghosts describe a kind of reaction towards the
overwhelming power structure. However, these ghosts are

not powerless—they have carved out spaces of their own—
and although liminal, these spaces are where works of the
imagination take place.

Making the work at a distance or in a ‘diasporic’ mode has
certainly rendered my own position rather obscure and
sometimes difficult. There is always a tendency to search for
the ‘appropriate context’ where my work can be discussed.
When I realised the impossibility of locating such context,

I started creating my own context or a set of discursive
language and methods of making. The more effort I put in,
the more often I encounter artists who perhaps share similar
experiences—the ghosts start to form a new collective.

Susanne:

What is your approach to possibilities of collective resistance
or perhaps disobedience in the context of your hometown of
Wuhan and the Wuhan punk scene in particular, where the
notion of punk in a Chinese context of the time gives us a
steer, but also in a wider sense in your work? What is your role
as a filmmaker or artist?



Chris:

I have been thinking about the way music and musicians
would approach ideas of disobedience. Many people I grew up
with were punk musicians and close circles or fans of punk
musicians, who also embodied multiple roles such as artists,
architects, students, and workers. Resistance was never a top-
down, meticulously strategized plan, but rather a series of
improvised and self-organised situations where people gather,
play music and scream words that might otherwise sound
subversive on a daily basis.

Activism is perhaps a key but under-explored notion in my
work. I still maintain strong connections to many artists,
musicians, and subcultural groups in Wuhan who have
inherited the anarchist/punk movements from the 1990s
and early 2000s. These movements have taken on new
spaces, roles and forms. For me, the way of participating

in these movements from a distant place might look very
different. I have to rely on my tools as an artist or filmmaker
to both document and imagine notions of resistance while
continuously exploring what resistance might mean in
different contexts. The process of making a film in the
‘diaspora’ is also a way to gather like-minded people in order
to carve out space for alternative voices to exist. This existence
itself is perhaps the first step towards activism.

Susanne:

I also wanted to pick up something that came up in our

panel discussion with Qu Chang and Charles Wong after the
screening of the films programme. What I noticed and picked
up from the works were how the different artists, including
yourself, reflect on moments of violence in relation to a
chosen way of life, or the violence of forgetting, ignoring

or including histories, for example, in the video about the
boy who disappeared in Hong Kong. There was also a sense
of disobedience in the face of this violence. These are also



moments that appear in your work, mainly through the
narrative, but also perhaps through the way your films are
composed, how you work with sound, and landscape. I would
be interested to hear how you are building your work in this
sense, and what informs your artistic process of compiling
images and editing your work?

Chris:

I have been exploring ideas of ‘punk’ in filmmaking. Using
punk as a framework to either set rules or break rules, I
experimented with notions of improvisation, lo-fi camera
techniques, DIY music, and collage. In both Wuhan Punk and
Cloudy Song, I was able to quickly test out animated footage
and sound fragments that render and perform the city of
Wuhan through bodily and atmospheric ways. These tests were
then stitched together so there is this sense of fragmentation
when organising various sonic and spatial materials.

The chaos not only reflects my memory of the city where I
grew up, but is also inherent to my ‘anarchic’ way of compiling
images and sounds in each work. In Close, Closer, in order to
re-imagine the Lugu Lake landscapes depicted by my mother’s
lost paintings, I sourced hundreds of historical landscape
images. Using archival photos of Lugu Lake as a framework,

I then collaged layers of historical landscape paintings onto
each archival image, sometimes multiple elements from one
painting would compose a small fragment in each frame of the
film.

The relationship between violence and disobedience is
perhaps a complex but important one - my work often starts
by responding to violence or oppression from a personal entry
point, which then triggers me to think about the collective
experience. These reactions are sometimes emotional and
uncomfortable, and often remind me that perhaps the

best way to confront a troubled past is to re-imagine what
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happened and what could have been done. My work never
comes from a didactically heroic or pessimistic position,
but a position of figuring out, working towards and building
relations towards resistance through the process of making
and unmaking specific images, spaces and sounds.

Susanne:

The project covered two exhibitions in Beijing and Reading,
two rather different locations and contexts, which perhaps
also reflect the two different realities of your own migratory
experience. How do you see this reflected in the exhibitions?

Chris:

My intuition as an architect often leads me to look closely

at the relationship between the exhibition space and the
original architecture, the institution and its surrounding. The
two exhibitions in Beijing and Reading are very different in
terms of architecture and context. Knowing that the shows
are related, I was interested in looking at each exhibition as its
own autonomous entity and how it works (or not) into existing
spaces and contexts.

Due to various practical constraints, the only work that was
shown in both exhibitions was Wuhan Punk. The architectural
model of my childhood room, which was filmed in the newly
commissioned work No Door, One Window, Only Light was

too fragile to be shipped internationally, so it was shown

at Reading International, but the video work was not. Due

to copyright issues, Cloudy Song was exhibited at Reading
International, while the architecture of CGI animations in the
film appeared in the form of 3D printed models at the MACA's
exhibition. These undesigned work selections reflect both
material and immaterial nature in my work, as well as how
logistics come into shaping exhibitions, both literally and
metaphorically. When the real space becomes increasingly
fictionalised within this in-between space, the two exhibition



spaces would take on new roles and perhaps render the
physical context or surrounding into something rather
irrelevant.

When addressing Hans Haacke’s visitor polls series after the
2016 US presidential election, Sharon Hayes writes ‘in this
way, “real time” aligns itself with “real world”... they do so in
real time, in a sequence that structures the visitor’s attention,
absorbing and responding to the relations it proposes.’ Coming
from a generation who experience ongoing, collective crisis
and scarcity across geographies, I think of the relationship
between the individual and institution as a porous and shifting
one, rather than one that constantly tries to produce critique
and friction. For me, it is perhaps more productive to work
with the immediate institution—its architecture, structure and
internal logic—in order to co-produce a long-term practice
and resistance towards oppressive power structures, or in
most cases, simply to be heard. Similar to the way familial
structure works—intimacy and conflicts are common and
often overlooked when precariousness occurs—nowadays the
artist and the art institution are often put in a position where
it is more productive to work together than to compete for
authorship. I have been thinking of a term called ‘institutional
codependence’ which describes this way of working. Here,
‘codependence’ does not suggest an abnormal behavioural
pattern or the fact that one that is weaker than the other, but
living and working together against the time of doomsday.

11
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The First Sound
by Natalia Gabrowska

ELLA

What does the creature sound like?
HUIQI

It’s like this tender but deep noise.'

It’s impossible to remember the first time I heard music.
Unlike a more conscious experience with film, from animated
goodnight stories to one’s very first visit to the cinema,

sound and rhythm is something that just is, it surrounds and
accompanies us every day. The first song one hears is always
unfamiliar, like a story from somewhere far away we've never
been to, nor have any connection to. No matter the language
of the lyrics, it sounds foreign.

Perhaps it’s impossible to remember the first sound we hear,
as it is something integral to our existence, our bodies being
great producers and carriers of sound. Our heartbeats, and
those of our mothers, are our first introduction to rhythm.
An internal visceral experience, before being an aural one.
Footsteps, whether our own or someone else’s, not only make
a sound, but also produce vibrations, which the earth carries
and allow the sound to enter us from bottom to top. Once
inside, the rhythm bounces off the organs, enters the blood

1 Part of the dialogue from Chris Yuan'’s film All Trace is Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss,
2022
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and brain and picks up new frequencies. The intensity slowly
fades away once it settles.

Even if motionless, our bodies are producing rhythms and
sounds; different fluids are constantly moving from one
place to another, never resting, organs are expanding and
compressing, unable to stop even for a short moment.

Sound is a fascinating thing to encounter, perhaps because of
its fluidity and the impossibility of assigning a single meaning
to it. Sound is always plural in its identity, it is never ‘one’ or
‘single’ both in form and meaning. For what does the sound
of a trumpet mean? An indication of time? A call to prayer?
An expression of sadness? Joy? Danger? The only certainty is
that it tells a story, and each time it’s a different one. Similar to
the functioning of organisms, sound is always unpredictable
and fluid and can carry contradictory experiences. The only
constant is the movement, putting our bodies in motion to the
harmony of the beats it creates.

*

Imagine entering a club through a dark corridor. The intense
bass notes are alive in the architectural elements of the
building and are carried through walls, floor and ceiling.
Toned down at first, they slowly enter your body and become
more present within you with every step you take further

in, luring you into a more intense experience. Impossible to
escape, you give into the melody that guides you.

There is a curiosity that drags you in and the promise of giving
up control. Allowing the sound to guide you and your body

to react to it - involuntarily moving, cramping, collapsing -
feeling it with every cell of your body. It allows you to dream
and to be taken to places you haven't been able to access
otherwise.



Drawn to sounds that are very familiar and those very

strange, Chris Yuan uses melody as a medium, for it is sound
that frequently defines so many of their works. Aware of

its changing nature and inherent lack of a fixed identity, an
openness to not knowing emerges. They follow the melody as
if it were the road, a narration that frequently meanders, twists
and turns, ends abruptly or gently fades away. Familiarity,
otherness and the fluidity that defines these two experiences is
all expressed in sound. The irregular notes meander through
and navigate the work, allowing for endless improvisation.

For Yuan, music speaks of cultures, both those to which they
belong and those that remain distant. The merging of different
sounds is a metaphor for an identity that is composed of many
different geographies, experiences, and histories. The particles
of many places picked up while moving through geographies
and times sometimes merge smoothly, at other times clash or
fight for its existence. Specific local rhythms become global
and universal, and it’s impossible to pinpoint a single place to
which they belong.

It is not surprising that the title of their recent show at
Reading International (2023), which included their films, site-
responsive architectural interventions, models and recordings,
was Home Is Where the Music Is. The title perfectly encompasses
Yuan’s work - ‘home’ both indicates an architectural structure,
as well as a culture - a set of places, people and rituals that

are familiar. Trained as an architect, Yuan frequently uses
architectural elements, their history and building techniques
in their work to speak of belonging and exile. Computer-
generated models of fictional city spaces or landscapes allow
them to build narratives, propose speculations or promises

of other worlds. Dismantling, demolishing, uncovering of
layers and using materials of different densities and levels

of transparency are methods they use in their writing,

15



constructing images as well as physical interventions.

The other noun in the title - ‘music’ - is equally key to Yuan’s
practice. Through the use of sound, video collage and various
editing techniques, Yuan’s work is one in constant movement,
set to a rhythm that moves from one narration and place to
another. Always foreign and familiar at the same time, never
fixed, but rather intangible like trying to hold on to air or
water in one’s hands. The music in their work is present not
only as it’'s own track, but it lives in walls, in the sculptures, is
burned into the image.

The expression the rhythm of life is one that defines a pace
with which we do things throughout the day. Events in our
lives have different rhythms - at times slow and gentle, at
other times energetic or painful. If Home Is Where the Music
Is, then home is also not a single place and not something
that can be characterised with one sound, song, or even
genre. It changes, and so do the cultures and identities of its
inhabitants.

As difficult as it is to remember the first sound we heard, it is
equally difficult to predict what will be the last one. No matter
what it will be, it will certainly be one felt deeply.

ELLA
What was the last sound they heard?
HUIQI
Fire, restless rains, bombing, sound of sharp knife cutting
through tobacco plants, whispers, ghost songs.’

2 Part of the dialogue from Chris Yuan’s film All Trace is Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss,
2022



The Intensive and the Haunted
by Clement Huang

As Handel’s Messiah plays, the film capturing the interior
scene of a room flips upward, rapidly filling the dim exhibition
space with white flashes. In that moment, do viewers briefly
find themselves dizzy, in a trance, and temporarily blinded?
Indeed, Chris Zhongtian Yuan’s three-channel video work, No
Door, One Window, Only Light (2023), creates an uncomfortable
atmosphere both inside and outside. Within the imagery,
enclosed rooms brim with childhood memories, while outside,
fragments of light scatter, reflecting on smooth leather walls
and stainless steel office cabinets used as display platforms.

In the exhibition space of No Door, One Window, Only Light,
consolidating thoughts isn’t easy, but immersing oneself in

the unexpectedly evoked anxiety about life is effortless. Is

this intense emotional experience a challenge or a too-gentle
catharsis?

The combination of illusion and anguish is familiar to anyone
who has undergone some form of psychological struggle. This
work originated from the recent passing of the artist’s friend,
L, who reportedly battled schizophrenia for over 15 years.
Deleuze and Guattari describe the schizophrenic condition

as an ‘experience of intensive quantities in their pure state,

to a point that is almost unbearable [...] an intense feeling

of transition, states of pure, naked intensity stripped of all
shape and form.” Indeed, in the eyes of the radical philosophy

! Deleuze, G. , & Guattari, F. (2000). Anti-Oedipus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia.
Translated by R. Hurley, M. Seem, & H. R. Lane, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press.
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in France, the schizophrenic is a revolutionary challenging
all established social norms, achieving the most extreme
intensity of life.

Whether Deleuze and Guattari’s discourse is an over-
interpretation of this medical condition or not, ‘intensive’ is an
apt term to describe Yuan’s video works.

From the orange saturations of Wuhan Punk, shrouding
mornings, mist, sunsets, and derelict structures, to the azure
purple and lacustrine green of Close, Closer, where spectators
navigate the endless contours of love and its bitter aftermath,
and the molten lava eruption in 1815—what whispers do these
visual epiphanies convey? The reverberations of anarchism are
unmistakable, particularly when tethered to one’s birthplace
and the crucible of one’s formative years. Within these visual
chronicles, denial, confrontation, and strife thrive—there
exists no terrain of seamless tranquillity.

No Door, One Window, Only Light involves several layers

of exploration of the medium of images, not only in the
combination of architectural models and image production
displayed on the first screen but also in the process on the
second screen, converting CG-produced models into digital
images, then transforming film into digital images, and finally
presenting them through projection. The third screen consists
simply of text—an imagined letter exchange.

In my view, Yuan's work aligns with the concept of “haunted
media” proposed by American scholar Jeffrey Sconce. In his
2000 book, Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy
to Television® , Sconce unravels the entangled liaison between
new media technology and the spectral. Telegraphs and
radios were once thought to connect the living with the

2Sconce, J. (2009) Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television.
Durham: Duke University Press.



dead because they realised non-entity existence, creating
invisible communication. Electronic media like television and
movies could be possessed by ghosts or serve as channels to
otherworldly realms, with their images and sounds appearing
mysteriously. In his latest book, The Technical Delusion:
Electronics, Power, Insanity (2019), Sconce further explains
why many mental patients may experience hallucinations

or delusions triggered by television or other virtual images:
‘Electronic nerves stretching out into the world seem to
perform the instrumental will of the individual ego, but these
wires also converge countless tributaries of data into the

body and conduct the electronic will of other individuals and
institutions.” The images of the media, as with the material
about the May 1968 events in France in No Door, One Window,
Only Light, often form a network of complex relationships, and
the way in which image art relates to it is to explore the power
relations between these institutions and individual bodies.

It is worth mentioning that the sound and music in the work
also have extraordinary qualities. They sometimes come from
distant memories, sometimes as noise, but in any case, they
are not external; they are sounds from within the body, literal
auditory hallucinations.

Jacques Derrida writes, ‘Persons are personified by letting
themselves be haunted by the very effect of objective haunting,
so to speak, that they produce by inhabiting the thing. Persons
(guardians or possessors of the thing) are haunted in return,
and constitutively, by the haunting they produce in the thing
by lodging there their speech and their will like inhabitants.
According to American philosopher Eugene Thacker, haunted
media actively intervenes in supernatural phenomena,

3 Sconce, J. (2019) The Technical Delusion: Electronics, Power, Insanity. Durham: Duke

University Press.
*Derrida, J. (2006) Specters of Marx. Translated by S. Cullenberg. New York and
London: Routledge.
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bringing things that cannot be understood by human senses
and knowledge into human understanding.’ Introducing the
unknown part into the medium is the mystery existing in
Yuan’s work, beyond the stories that have already been told.

It is an emptiness, a nihil that creates random connections,
opening up to the unknown. It resists, but to what end? It
creates an intimate alliance, but where does it lead to? How
much meaning and emotion will a tiny life experience and
create, unable to fully comprehend itself? In the impenetrable
abyss of darkness, all things attain boundless emancipation.

To be frank, if all restrictions were removed, I would want

the exhibition space to be larger, more winding and twisting,
and darker, with greater difficulty moving between different
images. If one continues to wander and linger in the exhibition
space, the viewer will eventually arrive at a ‘place that has no
memories, nothing.”

5 Galloway, A.R., Thacker, E. and Wark, M. (2014) Excommunication: Three Inquiries in

Media and Mediation. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
6 Mishima, Y. (2001) The Decay of the Angel. Translated by E.G. Seidensticker. London:
Vintage.



Too Near Too Far:
Dialogue with Chris Zhongtian Yuan
by May Adadol Ingawanij

May Adadol Ingawanij:

The intimate yet enigmatic lines of conversation on the screen
were the first things that pulled me into your work. The
fragments of a silent conversation between the mother and
the grown child in Close, Closer (2020-21) felt both familiar and
opaque. Here is another pair of mother and offspring talking
about not being able to talk to each other about the real things.
The lines don’t reveal anything of the backstory to the fraught
intimacy of this pair, but they cut to the quick. You end the
film with an offering to your own mother, and it’s clear enough
that this work draws on the closeness of your relationship.

Yet I hesitate to call it a first-person film. You don’t figure
autobiographically in it as such, not as the visible body nor as
the speaking self. The gap between first-hand experience and
first-person utterance intrigues me.

Chris Zhongtian Yuan:

My work constantly attempts to locate the ‘self’, while
navigating my relation to the immediate surrounding, distant
home and previous generation, which is sometimes seen in a
rather muted way. It also opens up a space for contradiction,
dislocation and juxtaposition to happen, which is true to my
‘diasporic’ experience—the constant flickering and shifting
between places and sounds destabilize notions of identity

and memory, resulting in a series of jump-cuts, fast-forward
scenes, déja-vu and overlays in my work. I don’t think my work
is about blurring the line between fiction and documentary, or
making distinctions between memory and reality. Rather, this
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perpetual chaos and non-transition produces a consistent way
of processing textual, visual and sonic information.

May:

Close, Closer begins with a crystalline voice chanting what
sounds like a lament or an incantation from a ritual of some
kind. The rhythm of the drumming and the wailing of the
pipes reminds me of ethnomusicological field recordings. The
sonic layers conjure the travelogue and the fieldwork, and
with that, the history of cinema as a colonial and a nationalist
apparatus of knowledge and power.

Visually the film is disorientating. The brightly coloured
animation collage sometimes acquires a legible shape, such
as a lake surrounded by mountains, human figures, beasts of
burden and some fish. Other times the shapes are vibrational
flashes. Abstract fragments are superimposed onto old
photographs displaying the rail tracks as an infrastructural
attraction during the colonial era. An intense flicker sequence
montages fragments of diverse styles and periods of paintings
with colour photographs dated from the last years of the
widespread usage of analogue cameras showing indigenous
highlanders participating in ritual events, and black and white
photographs from photography’s early decades that typify the
colonial gaze directed at the natives.

I'm curious about the work’s juxtaposition of mother-offspring
relationship with its mishmash of art historical references,
and references to the power to encounter others and to make
knowledge of otherness. This juxtaposition instigates the
perpetual chaos and the state of non-transition that you talk
about. My sense of disorientation when watching your work
comes from the way it evokes something too near and too far
all at once, something simultaneously too private and very
widely shared. That lacerating intimacy is somehow more
than the story of the private lives of two people. The presence



of art history as the history of the mobilization and the
instrumentalization of art for ideological ends, and the history
of the chaotic globalization of Chinese contemporary art, is
somehow also personal and intimate. It’s also family history.

Chris:

When I started making Close, Closer, I spent a few months
collecting texts my mother and I exchanged on her lost

Lugu Lake paintings over the course of two years. These

text exchanges happened over the course of two years,
starting before the pandemic and ending in the middle of

the pandemic. At the same time, I was collaging landscape
paintings and sounds/music from a wide range of sources. At
a distance, I relied solely on those images and sounds as I was
unable to travel to Yunnan, China, nor could I see the original
paintings. Confined in my small studio, these materials
become a vast place for me to re-imagine what Lugu Lake
could be and how the original paintings could be animated.
Working on screen, there was this freedom to jump from one
image/place to another, and to bleed one sound source into
another, without any intention for smoothness or transition.

May:

You told me that one of the impulses for making this work is
the desire to make kinship, and to find a way of understanding
your mother’s past as an anomalous artist in 1980s Hubei. At
that point she was a female artist in a very male dominated
scene, and in the moment of the ascendancy of what
subsequently came to be known as the Hubei pop movement,
she was practising another kind of art. I want to think about
the juxtaposition of what seems to be these incommensurable
impulses in your work - the desire for kinship, another

kind of kinship, and the recognition of the impossibility of
resolution in that gesture of withholding formal possibilities
of transition.
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It makes me want to speculate on the relationship between
your practice and the ghosts and the residues of China’s
modern historical form of artistic vanguardism, both in the
Maoist sense of the enforced urban-rural movement and the
1980s sense of the global marketisation of vanguardist art.

I'm wondering how your practice might be thought about in
relation to the question of generational relations and legacies.

Chris:

The artistic subjectivity of Hubei artists has not become a
topic for me to examine critically until recently. It is always
hard to reflect upon something when one is too close to it. I
stopped by Hong Kong on my way to Beijing in May, where

I got to visit this new contemporary art collection. Halfway
through the collection, I started weeping. Months later, when
I started reflecting upon this sudden emotional outburst, I
thought of Andrea Fraser’s tears in many of her performances
and how such a personal act can become a way to interrogate
the underlying social, political, interpersonal, and economic
structures within institutions. For me, many of the ‘Hubei Pop’
works, created between the late 1980s and the early 2000s,
carried a very personal yet political origin but the subsequent
commercial success complicated the nature of resistance in
many of these works. Seeing many of the pieces that I grew
up with in this new, institutional context felt unfamiliar,
disjointed, misplaced yet intimate and personal, without any
transition.

May:

I wonder if that experience of dislocation inside the museum
also speaks to the impulse to find another kind of kinship
with the previous generation of artists. I'm really struck by
the recent proliferation of works and conversations on the
theme of intergenerational relations in contemporary art.
Saloni Mathur’s book A Fragile Inheritance: Radical Stakes

in Contemporary Indian Art takes up this theme to dialogue



with Geeta Kapur and Vivan Sundaram’s work, and recent
issues of World Records documentary journal and e-flux

art journal feature this theme. All these works draw on the
insight that generational relations aren’t about succession and
supersession. Generations overlap and different generations
exist in the same present. Generational relations can be
based on shared circumstance and can take the form of
dialogic explorations of continuities and discontinuities,
commonalities and differences. Generational relations can
take the form of recuperation and gestures of return as ways
of responding to closures in the present while holding onto
possibilities of becoming. That overwhelming reaction in the
museum might be taken as opening onto the acute question
of what to inherit from the previous generation, when
inheritance has to be a matter of the agency to retrieve and to
return in order to become, rather than to receive something
passed down by the patriarchs.

In your practice, the possibilities of intergenerational relations
seem to come into the frame in both the more specific sense
of the difficult yet necessary task of activating generational
relations in artistic practice, and perhaps also in the way

you think about Wuhan as a city, its past and present, and its
ghosts of rebellion and anarchism.

Chris:

I think about the emergence of the Youth Autonomous Centre
as a kind of revisionist reaction to the booming art market and
newly introduced ‘developer-led-art-institution’ model in the
early 2000s. For me, the anarchism of the Youth Autonomous
Centre, which existed between 2008 and 2016, is both unique
and universal; it comes from a similar lineage of occupying
leftover urban spaces and a certain attitude towards music and
subcultural programming. But at the same time, it has its own
unique humour - not everyone who lives at the Centre cares or
fully understands the idea behind it. As a result, it became this
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inclusive space where fugitives, exiles and outcasts resided.

Soon after the birth of the Centre, the East Lake Project was
launched to resist a developer/patron’s plan to build on East
Lake’s natural reservoir. Many Hubei artists participated

in their own ways. Some made videos documenting them
hugging a tree by the lake, some organized a team of BMX
bikers to jump into the lake, some swam in the lake for hours.
As a collective, these intimate and mundane interactions with
the lake made the Project known.

Coming from the post-85 generation, many artists experienced
a sudden shift from a sense of freedom operated within art
academies to the unstable commercial art world. They were
looking for alternative ways of practising outside of the market
and academy logic. For me, the East Lake Project ended not

as a failure but rather a short-lived revolutionary act. It is
revolutionary because it existed and made noise, so much so
that the developer halted their plan in the area.

In the lineage of the Youth Autonomous Centre, many who
participated in the Centre as well the Project later engaged

in practices of filmmaking, DJing, painting, clubbing, and
storytelling in their own ways. Almost all of them made works
and movements that pointed to the politics of space within the
immediate urban and natural landscape. I would say that their
autonomy yet interconnectedness is what made anarchism
still omnipresent in Wuhan today.

We talked about the absence of a subsequent generation after
the emergence of the fifth and sixth generation of Chinese
filmmakers. No one is talking about the seventh generation,
even though there are filmmakers who have produced works
that are distinctively personal: filmmakers such as the
deceased Hu Ge, who no longer carried the baggage of history,
but instead explored contemporary reality of marginalized



individuals through myth-making and intimate portrayal. I
am struck by what anarchism and youth culture have been
transformed into—especially in the post-pandemic context
of Wuhan—the ghost of resistance hovers, lingers, morphs

and constantly produces nuanced implications and relations.

Perhaps, this question of legacy is being explored through a
polyphonic approach, which in turn “queers” the patriarchs
from the previous generation.
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Guxiang
by Wenny Teo

Exile is predicated on the existence of, love for, or bond with, one’s
native place; what is true of all exile is not that home and love of
home are lost, but that loss is inherent in the very existence of both.

—Edward Said, Reflections on Exile'

At the heart of Chris Zhongtian Yuan's three-channel video
installation No Door, One Window, Only Light (2023) is a small
magquette of their childhood bedroom in Wuhan, built from
memory by the artist, who also happens to be a trained
architect. Yet, there is something distinctly unsound about
this flimsy house of cardboard, with its paper-thin walls and
miniature, origami furnishings on the verge of collapse. Like
the memories we continue to hold onto from childhood, it is a
fragile construct.

The three videos draw the viewer further into this most
intimate and unstable of interiors. The longest vignette

was shot from within the confines of the maquette itself,
which still bears the scars of the camera’s intrusive gaze.
Through these jagged apertures, the eye of the camera roves
voyeuristically across the tiny furniture, wavering in and out
of focus to a tense and discordant soundtrack. Captured on
grainy Super 8 and 16mm film like a sinister home movie,

L Edward Said, ‘Reflections on Exile,’ Reflections on Exile and Other Essays (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2002) p. 185.
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there is an uncanny veracity to this doll house mise-en-scene,
accentuated by real footage of moving trees seamlessly edited
into the frames of the paper windows. The second video also
toys with our sense of space, scale and perspective. The viewer
now finds themselves caught within a virtual black-and-white
3D rendering of the room, peering out through the horizontal
slats of a shuttered window onto the view of a sanitised
cityscape lined with crisp, white architectural models of
buildings and skyscrapers.

While the final video is the only one that is not staged within
some version of Yuan’s room, it is also the piece that provides
the most insight into the deeply personal underpinnings of
the work as a whole. A stream of handwritten text in English
and Mandarin script flows across the void of a black screen,
like the subtitles to a movie we cannot see. These are redacted
fragments of an imaginary conversation between Yuan and

an unnamed childhood friend, who, as we soon learn from
the script, had recently died. From these snippets of dialogue,
we gather that Yuan’s friend had suffered from hearing voices
in his head and had rarely left the confines of his parent’s
home in Wuhan. In a different register to the palpable sense
of entrapment and the voyeuristic charge of the previous

two videos, we are now made privy to an intimate exchange
between two old friends, separated by an unbreachable gulf of
space and time, life and death.

Like several of Yuan’s previous works, No Door, One Window,
Only Light is rooted in the artist’s biography, and is based

on a true story of loss and bereavement. Yuan and their
friend had first been introduced by their parents in Yuan’s
childhood room, which was in the faculty residences of the
Hubei Institute of Fine Art, where both their parents taught
in the 1980s and 1990s. They saw each other frequently
throughout their adolescence, but soon lost contact after they
each left Wuhan to study abroad. Yuan studied architecture



in the US before relocating again to the UK, where he still
lives and works as an artist. Their friend attended the Berlin
University of the Arts before returning to Wuhan, where he
first began to suffer from symptoms of schizophrenia. Rather
than seek treatment and risk being incarcerated by the state,
he remained isolated at home for most of his life under the
watchful eye of his parents. By the time Yuan heard of his
premature passing in June 2022, it had been more than a
decade since the two friends had last met and spoken, and
several years since Yuan had returned to their native city of
Wuhan.

Yuan’s personal approach to filmmaking is informed by

the cultural historian Saidiya Hartman’s notion of ‘critical
fabulation’, a mode of auto-fictional storytelling that gives
voice to those who have been marginalised, silenced,
oppressed, and omitted from official archives and histories. In
Venus in Two Acts, Hartman offers a fictionalised re-telling of a
historical incident mentioned in the archives of Transatlantic
slavery. Two young girls died on the slave ship Recovery as it
crossed the Middle Passage in 1792; one whose tragic death

is described in historical accounts, and one who is barely
mentioned. Hartman attempts to recover them both from the
murky fathoms of forgotten history by asking us to

picture them: the relics of two girls, one cradling the
other, plundered innocents; a sailor caught sight of them
and later said they were friends. Two world-less girls
found a country in each other’s arms. Besides defeat and
terror, there would be this too: the glimpse of beauty, the
instant of possibility.’

With this haunting image of solace and friendship, she seeks
to ‘provide closure where there is none. To create a space for

2 Saidiya Hartman, ‘Venus in Two Acts’ Small Axe, vol. 12 no. 2, 2008. p. 1-14, p 8.
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mourning where it is prohibited. To fabricate a witness to a
death not much noticed.”

In No Door, One Window, Only Light the closeness between
Yuan and their friend is also fictional, since the two had long
lost touch, but it is clear that the death of their friend had a
profound impact on the artist. Sigmund Freud referred to
this ambivalent form of mourning as melancholia, a state of
prolonged and ambivalent grief in which the subject remains
disproportionately haunted by feelings of loss for reasons they
can neither fully explain nor put to rest. In Freud’s words, the
melancholic subject ‘knows whom he has lost but not what he
has lost in him.* This raises further questions: - who or what
is mourned in the work? What are we being asked to bear
witness to, and who or what is it that Yuan seeks to recover
from the depths of history and memory?

It is no coincidence that Freud sought to develop a more
rigorous understanding of the processes of grieving at a time
of collective loss and bereavement. Mourning and Melancholia
(1917) was written during the First World War and published
a year before the outbreak of the ‘Spanish flu’” pandemic,
which eventually claimed even more lives than those lost

in the trenches. Yuan'’s video was completed under similar
circumstances in 2023, - four years after the Covid-19 global
pandemic first erupted in their native city of Wuhan and
brought the world to a standstill. The city was demonised in
the international mass media as a hotbed of incivility, disease
and contagion, and widely condemned for implementing
‘draconian’ social-distancing, lockdown and quarantine
measures that were soon adopted by governments across

the globe as the virus spread. In Wuhan, these systems of

3 Hartman, p 8.

*Sigmund Freud, ‘Mourning and Melancholia, ed. J. Strachey, The Standard Edition of
the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (Vol. 14), (London: Hogarth Press,
1953) p 245.



biopolitical control were not lifted until late 2022, when China
finally ended its “Zero Covid’ policy following widespread
national protests. For many Chinese people living overseas,
the impossibility of return stirred up powerful feelings of
exilic longing and estrangement, compounded by widespread
Sinophobia and racially motivated acts of violence.

It was during the first nationwide lockdown in the UK that
Yuan began to reflect on the city of their birth and their
formative experiences of it. From their home in London, they
produced several video works whose narratives, much like No
Door, One Window, Only Light, gravitate around missing people,
objects and histories. The first of these, which is arguably also
Yuan’s best-known work to date, is Wuhan Punk (2020). At a
time when Wuhan had become completely synonymous with
the Covid pandemic, it offered a lens into its lesser-known,
rich counter-cultural history of dissent, anarchy and rebellion.
The film combines online footage of the city’s spectacular,
riverine urban landscape with that of a dilapidated, hazy,
virtual metropolis rendered on gaming software. As its title
suggests, the video takes the viewer back to the 1990s, a time
of turbulent socio-economic national restructuring and urban
regeneration, when Wuhan was the centre of China’s emergent
punk rock scene, focusing on the mysterious disappearance

of Mai Dian, the lead singer of one of its most iconic punk
rock bands. Wuhan Punk was followed by Close, Closer (2021),
avideo animation based on a conversation between the artist
and their mother, a respected painter who was an active
member of the post-reform avant-garde, describing a lost
series of paintings she made in the 1980s after an expedition
to Lugu Lake in Yunan. Although the subsequent All Trace Is
Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss (2021-2022) and Cloudy Song (2022)
are less ostensibly psycho-biographical, they also pivot around
themes of loss, displacement and (be)longing. The former,
inspired by Hartman's writing, weaves together the intertwined
histories and intergenerational trauma of Transatlantic slavery
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and Chinese indentured labour in the Americas, and the latter
stages a ludic, sci-fi encounter between an exiled, amnesiac

human and an AI robot tasked with helping them retrieve their
lost memories against the backdrop of a virtual, futuristic city.

Although these videos differ in their aesthetic treatments,
they are like No Door, One Window, Only Light, melancholic
‘expeditions into the depths of memory’, to borrow a

phrase used by Walter Benjamin to describe the process of
autobiographical recollection and reflection. In the autumn

of 1932, shortly after the Nazi party won the majority of seats
in the Reichstag in the recent Federal Elections, the Jewish
German philosopher - who was travelling abroad at the time -
was struck by the sombre realisation that he might soon have
‘to bid a long, perhaps lasting farewell’ to Berlin, the city of his
birth.” Faced with the pain of this more permanent separation,
he began composing a series of vivid, textual vignettes based
around ‘those images, which, in exile, are most apt to awaken
images of homesickness: images of childhood.”

These evocative snapshots of his home and early experiences
of the city were posthumously compiled and published in
Berlin Childhood around 1900 (1950). In its introduction, written
in 1938 shortly before World War II, Benjamin expressed the
hope that exposing himself to these most potent memories

in small doses of writing and reflection would somehow
‘vaccinate’ and ‘inoculate’ him against the impending waves of
homesickness brought on by the condition of exile. Yet, this
was more than just an exercise in nostalgia, as Benjamin also
intended for the work to serve as a cautionary, self-reflective
critique of Jewish, upper-middle class bourgeois complacency.
Written amidst the rise of Nazism, these snapshots of a bygone
era were to be a reminder of ‘how thoroughly the person of

5Walter Benjamin, Berlin Childhood around 1900 Trans. H. Eiland, (Cambridge MA:
Harvard University Press, 2006) p 37.
6 Benjamin, p 37.



here would later dispense the security allotted his childhood’.’
Later critics would note that the vignettes revealed the
alienation faced by a Jewish family in a predominantly
Protestant neighbourhood, and that in the entire memoir

of his early years, Benjamin does not mention a single

friend.’ Elsewhere, Benjamin described the act of childhood
recollection in a language that is less curative and more violent
and visceral; a confrontation with ‘images, severed from all
previous associations that stand - like ruins or torsos in the
collector’s gallery - in the sober rooms of our later insight.”

No Door, One Window, Only Light is a work that speaks to a
similar confrontation with wider social issues of precarity and
marginalisation, viewed from across a gulf of space and time,
and restaged in the artist’s childhood bedroom alongside an
estranged figure from their past who remains inextricably
bound to their memories of home and city. This melancholic
hauntology was foreshadowed in Wuhan Punk, which
similarly focused on someone ‘exiled to the margins of society’
who never quite fitted in. As Yuan narrates in their voiceover,
spoken in the local dialect, ‘Perhaps my fascination for him
was triggered by my thoughts for the estranged city. His exile
forced me to return home.' Yet, as No Door, One Window, Only
Light reveals, it is an unhomely sort of homecoming; haunted
by ghosts from the past who cannot be properly mourned,
because they never counted among the living to begin with.

Arguably, what Yuan seeks to recover from this history, and
invites the spectator to bear witness to, are these people
whose deaths and disappearances are generally ‘not much
noticed, as Hartman phrased it. Judith Butler further observed
that periods of great collective trauma and loss of life - such

7 Benjamin, p 37.
8 Andrew Donson,. ‘Review of Berlin Childhood around 1900". H-Net Reviews. February,

2007. http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=12863 (10/10/23).
° Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, ed. M. Bullock and M. Jennings (Cambridge MA:
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as war, or indeed a global pandemic - have a way of dividing
populations into those who are ‘grievable’ and those who are
not." Those who are and can be grieved are deemed worthy
of mourning, their deaths acknowledged and seen because
they were recognised as constitutive members of society in
the first place. ‘Ungrievable lives’ are those who were never
seen as legitimate to begin with, and thus ‘cannot be lost, and
cannot be destroyed, because they already inhabit a lost and
destroyed zone.™ Butler and Hartman’s texts recall Michel
Foucault’s writing on the biopolitical and spatial structures of
power and control that undergird modern society. Madness
and Civilisation: A History of Insanity in an Age of Reason (1961)
is a seminal examination of how ‘undesirable’ members of
society are silenced and secreted away in asylums, hospitals,
and prisons, a carceral and surveillant logic that is inscribed
in urban and architectonic designs and systems.

Another of Yuan’s recent works, made in the same year as No
Door, One Window, Only Light, alludes to these Foucauldian
concerns in its title and form. Institute for the Silent, the Tender,
the Mad (2023) consists of two metal filing cabinets facing

one another; cabinets of the generic variety used to store
official records and documents, commonly found in offices
and archives. Their bottom drawers are left open forming a
bridge between them, exposing their hidden contents: plain
white architectural models of a sanitised, but skewed, urban
topography whose collapsed buildings and skyscrapers spill
out of the narrow confines of the space allocated to them. It is
a piece that might be read as emblematic of Yuan’s rebellion
against the architectural profession, or perhaps a reference to
the systems and structures that hold modern societies together
by attempting to put its ‘others’ in their place, what Foucault
termed ‘the historical ensemble - notions, institutions, judicial

10 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (London: Verso, 2016) p xix.
1 Butler, p xix.



and police measures, scientific concepts — which hold captive
a madness whose wild state can never be reconstituted.”

In the modern history of China, the ‘wild’ voice of madness
has also carried a distinctive cultural and socio-political
resonance and power. ‘Diary of a Madman’ (kuangren riji), a
short story published in 1918 by the famed Chinese writer

Lu Xun (1881-1936), the ‘sage of modern China’, is widely
regarded as the most important work of modern Chinese
literature - the first to be written in vernacular Chinese and a
powerful catalyst of the New Culture Movement, which had a
lasting impact on Chinese revolutionary politics throughout
the 20th century. The plot revolves around an unstable first-
person narrator who suddenly becomes consumed by the
paranoic idea that everyone in the remote village he calls
home suddenly hungers for his flesh. Despite his purported
madness, the protagonist of Lu Xun'’s short story is regarded
as someone who dared to call out the cannibalism and
corruption of traditional Chinese societies in an urgent call to
arms for the sake of future generations. The story ends with
the madman’s famous exhortation to ‘save the children!”

Yet, there is another short story by Lu Xun that speaks more
intimately to the themes of childhood friendship and loss

in Yuan’s work. In the bitterly cold winter of 1919, Lu Xun
returned to his family compound in the countryside of
Shaoxing for the first time in twenty years to witness its sale.
The author’s ambivalent homecoming was recounted in a
well-known autobiographical short story Guxiang (1921) -
variously translated to ‘My Old Home, ‘My Hometown’ and ‘My
Native Land’. As literary scholar Tang Xiaobing observed, the
term guxiang is complex and difficult to translate; its image
and concept indicates ‘a primary structure of feeling and

12 Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilisation, Trans. R. Howard (New York: Vintage,
1988) p. vii.
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frequently provokes a melancholic nostalgia [...] its layered
associations encode and transmit a complex conception of
home, communal life, and the private self"

Indeed, in the opening passages, Lu Xun first recounts his
initial disappointment and shock at how derelict his childhood
home looked in contrast to the vibrant memories he retained
of it; a jarring disconnect between past and present that
would continue throughout the narrative. Just as he is about
to sink into despair, he is told that a childhood friend called
Runtu, the son of someone who worked for his family, would
soon arrive to greet him. At the mere mention of this name,
Lu Xun was immediately transported back to the wonder

and excitement of childhood. Runtu was an otherworldly
presence, possessing a powerful and captivating imagination.
Lu Xun describes his delight at being admitted into this
fantastical universe, populated with surreal flora and fauna

- cunning dog-like creatures he called zha who devoured
watermelons by moonlight, seashells the colour of rainbows,
and bipedal jumping fish. Runtu’s mind was a ‘treasure-house
of such strange lore’, and whereas Runtu ‘lived by the sea’, Lu
Xun and his other friends ‘could only see the four corners of
the sky above the high courtyard wall’. Lu Xun's memories of
childhood were not only bound up with a particular place,
but with a specific person. Yet, when the grown-up Runtu
finally appears, he is no longer recognisable. His face is worn
with wrinkles and lines, his hands coarse and clumsy. After

a moment of silence, in which a mixture of joy and sadness
marks his face, he finally greets his childhood friend with the
appellation, ‘Master!’

Guxiang is one of Lu Xun’s most touching, emotional and
melancholic of stories, and one of his most brutal in his

13 Tang Xiaobing, Chinese Modern: The Heroic and the Quotidian (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2000), p 76.



evocative portrait of a once fearless childhood ‘hero’ who had
been numbed into submission by the social hierarchies and
inequalities of the system he had been born into. Like many
of Lu Xun’s works, the story is a critique of the moribund
structures of Chinese society and a call for revolutionary
action, and similarly ends, like Diary of a Madman, with the
hope that he and Runtu’s children would not suffer a similar
fate. In Tang’s intimate reading of the work, he suggests that
the piece uses the framework of nostalgia and what he calls

a ‘homesickness complex’ as a means of examining ‘the
historical conflict between different realities and knowledge
systems.”* Tang further proposed that Lu Xun’s literary style,
‘devoted to reliving absence scenes and private moments’, is
a ‘hypersubjective form of writing [...] that draws on “archival
documents” of the unconscious and helps the subject
recognise [...] his unconscious not merely as his history, but
also as “the discourse of the other.”"

Like Hartman’s mode of critical fabulation, the interweaving
of the personal and political, autobiographical fact and
speculative fiction, has the potential to draw out the others
within ourselves, as well as draw attention to those invisible
and silent others around us. The Covid pandemic has made
us all too aware of the biopolitical structures that govern
everyday life, and perhaps even allowed for a more empathic
understanding of those whose who are routinely subject to
these measures in ever more violent ways. In her book The
Cultural Politics of Emotion (2014), Sara Ahmed asked, ‘What
happens when those who have been designated as ungrievable
are grieved, and when their loss is not only felt as a loss, but
becomes a symbol of the injustice of loss? Is to grieve for the

1 Lu Xun, ‘My Old Home’ Selected Stories of Lu Hsun, (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press,
1960) 1972. Public domain : Marxist Internet Archive (2005) https ://www.marxists.org/
archive/lu-xun/1921/01/x01.htm (10/10/23).

15 Tang Xiaobing, p 86.
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ungrieved to convert an injustice into a justice?”® Yuan’s work
does not provide straightforward answers to these questions,
but it does invite us to bear witness to the life of his friend, a
life unlived and now lost. Like Lu Xun’s Guxiang, the vision of
‘home’ and ‘homeland’ in Yuan’s work is deeply ambivalent.
What emerges is less of a revolutionary call to arms or a
nostalgic return to the past, but an appeal to our emotions,
which may be an equally potent force for change, as Ahmed
reminds us, ‘Emotions show us how histories stay alive, even
when they are not consciously remembered; how histories of
colonialism, slavery and violence shape lives and worlds in the
present. The time of emotion is not always about the past, and
how it sticks. Emotions also open up futures, in the ways they

involve different orientations to others.”’

16 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2004), p 191.
7 Ahmed, p. 202.
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No Door, One Window,
Only Light



Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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No Door, One Window, Only Light
21/05/23 — 03/09/23
Macalline Center of Art, Beijing

No Door, One Window, Only Light brought together four video
works, several installations and sketches to form a periodic
retrospect and survey of their recent works.

Previous projects Close, Closer (2020-2021), Wuhan Punk (2020),
and 1815 (2019-20) examine the complex tensions between
collective histories and autobiographical intimacy, center and
margins, and between individuals and institution, normalizing
the in-between spaces that cross these dichotomies. These
works consist in persistently opposing home and diaspora/exile
as conflicting concepts, while the artist makes an effort in a
space of contradiction and absence to trace various forms of
life, feelings and emotions, and weak signals trapped between
technological evolutions.

The newly commissioned three-channel video work, titled
No Door, One Window, Only Light (2023), focused on an artist
friend from home who passed away in 2022, in order to

pose questions around home, absence, trauma and sanity.
Meanwhile, a series of sculptural objects and architectural
score drawings poetically and comfortably capture, amplify,
and analyze the spaces—whether mundane or institutional—
within their videos. As such, they give physical quality to
transient, forgotten space and landscapes.

In the act of reconstructing spaces where the ghosts have lived,
they want to ask: how to forget and remember simultaneously
during moments of both personal and collective amnesia?
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Installation view of

No Door, One Window, Only Light
Macalline Center of Art

Courtesy Macalline Center of Art
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Home Is Where the Music Is



Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International



62

Home Is Where the Music Is
09/06/23 — 02/017/23
Reading International, Reading

Home Is Where the Music Is comprises of a series of video,
sound and architectural installations responding to the
history, architecture and institutional structure of Brock Keep,
a former military barracks built in 1877, which houses the
exhibition venue 571 Oxford Road, Open Hand Open Space.

The project showcases two recent films, Wuhan Punk (2020)
and Cloudy Song (2022), as well as Wuhan Punk archival
footage, sound recordings, an architectural model alongside
site-responsive interventions through re-appropriating found,
architectural materials on site. The exhibition also features

a new video by students from the Reading School of Art,
developed during a workshop led by the artist.

The works examine ways in which spaces of exile and
absence are politicised. Recomposing vernacular sonic and
spatial materials, they investigate narratives and politics
simultaneously building and dismantling our everyday spaces.
Drawing from a wide range of music genres such as punk,
jazz and noise, Yuan uses sound in a way to re-imagine and
improvise memory and resistance.

The exhibition explores how a space from distant memory
and geography can be rebuilt through sound and storytelling,
producing potential resonance and contradiction which in
turn reconfigure the gallery space.

During a time when the space between home and exile



constantly shifts between the intimate and the frictional,
we are also confronted with the recurring question: can we
work with the inherent negation in identity to work towards
collective resistance in our new home?
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International

68



Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International

Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International

74



Installation view of

Home Is Where the Music Is
Open Hand Open Space
Reading International
Courtesy Reading International
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Recent Works
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No Door, One Window, Only Light

2023

Super 8mm film transferred to HD video

26'32”

Commissioned by Macalline Center of Art. Additional support
from British Council

Following the recent death of an artist friend L from home,
who allegedly suffered from schizophrenia for more than

15 years, the artist talks to L through an imagined letter
exchange, where they confront each other on notions of home,
vulnerability, resistance, memory, and fraught relations.

Centering on an architectural model of the artist’s childhood
room, the film is entirely shot on super 8mm and accompanied
by original music from London-based experimental group
Langham Research Centre. The film draws from early history
of British artist filmmakers’ home videos, as well as makes
references to late 60s structural cinema that prioritises light
and space, as an autonomous site for resistance.



No Door, One Window, Only Light
Super 8mm film transferred to HD video
26'32”

2023
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No Door, One Window, Only Light
Super 8mm film transferred to HD video
26'32"

2023
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No Door, One Window, Only Light
Super 8mm film transferred to HD video
26'32"

2023
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No Door, One Window, Only Light
Super 8mm film transferred to HD video
26'32”

2023
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No Door, One Window, Only Light
Super 8mm film transferred to HD video
26'32”

2023
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No Door, One Window, Only Light
Super 8mm film transferred to HD video
26'32”

2023
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Cloudy Song

2022

16mm film transferred to HD video

20'40”

Supported by the Economic and Social Research Council grant
number ES/T007354/1. Commissioned by Somerset House in
partnership with The Alan Turing Institute and UAL Creative
Computing Institute. Developed in residence at Somerset
House Studios

Set in the near future, an exiled human figure M who lost their
home and suffers from memory loss picks up a care robot Y.
In an abandoned building, Y tries to retrieve memories for M
through music, while a ghost lingers in the background.

The film composites animated fragments of a ghostly city,
songs from childhood memory regenerated through Al
architectural drawings and model, the artist’s own voice, and
original music from Lu Yan - current member of Hardcore
Raver in Tears and ex-frontman of Wuhan post-punk band AV
Okubo.



Cloudy Song

16mm film transferred to HD video
20'40”

2022
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Cloudy Song

16mm film transferred to HD video
20'40”

2022



Cloudy Song

16mm film transferred to HD video
20'40”

2022
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Cloudy Song

16mm film transferred to HD video
20'40”

2022
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Cloudy Song

16mm film transferred to HD video
20'40”

2022
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All Trace Is Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss

2021-2022

16mm transferred to HD video and CGI, bw, sound
21'52”

Co-commissioned by FLAMIN and V.O Curations;
supported through FLAMIN Fellowship and V.0
Curations Residency; additional production support
from not/nowhere; supported using public funding by
the National Lottery through Arts Council England

In a nondescript forest, two exiled individuals are
about to reincarnate into the next life while striking up
an intimate conversation on family legends, collective
histories, love tales and folklore. The dialogue between
the two characters appears only on screen, as the film
is led by a sonic narrative - a score composed for the
work by British trumpeter Kevin G. Davy.

Juxtaposing analogue film and digital animation, the
film collapses notions of time and space, in order to
explore queerness, migration, and colonial ghosts past
and now, drawing from both personal and historical
perspectives.



All Trace Is Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss
16mm transferred to HD video and CGI, bw, sound
21'82"

2021-2022
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All Trace Is Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss
16mm transferred to HD video and CCI, bw, sound
21'52"

2021-2022
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All Trace Is Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss
16mm transferred to HD video and CCI, bw, sound
21'82"

2021-2022
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All Trace Is Gone, No Clamour for a Kiss
16mm transferred to HD video and CCI, bw, sound
21'62"

2021-2022
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Close, Closer

2020-2021

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
10

Commissioned by OCAT Institute Beijing

Drawing from the artist’s mother Wang Qingli’s 1993 expedition
to Lugu Lake in Yunnan, China, the video overlays drawings,
archival images, historical paintings, texts and sounds to
reimagine Wang’s Lugu Lake Paintings (1994), which were later
sold and unable to be found.

Structured as an intimate conversation between the artist

and their mother, the film weaves together narratives around
intimacy, settler colonialism, matriarchy, tourism and art
market, accompanied by a soundtrack of construction noise,
folk music and pop songs made by the artist. As the video tries
to turn Wang's paintings from low res JPEGs to livingness, we
also experience an uneasy interrogation of the complex notion
of motherhood and motherland, both personal and collective.



Close, Closer

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
10’

2020-2021
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Close, Closer

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
10’

2020-2021
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Close, Closer

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
10"

2020-2021
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Wuhan Punk

2020

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
12°01”

Commissioned by Film and Video Umbrella

Using archive material and digital animation, Wuhan
Punk ruminates on the disappearance of Mai Dian,

the charismatic frontman of Wuhan punk group Si Dou
Le. Narrated in Wuhan dialect, Wuhan Punk searches
for memory and resistance. The project also reveals
the lost footage of an interview that the artist did with
Mai back in 2010, as part of the artist’s very first video
work.



Wuhan Punk

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
12'01"

2020
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Wuhan Punk

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
12'01"

2020
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Wuhan Punk

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
12'01"

2020
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1815

2019-2020

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
8’35”

Commissioned by K11 Wuhan

Musician Rosemary Brown describes her collaboration with
Beethoven, while the film travels to various places: CGI
reconstructing Tambora’s eruption based on Sir Stamford
Raffles’s official account; a Yunnan-based American
missionary’s poem accompanied by archival footage of war
and famine; an explosion near Lake Geneva; footage of an
aquarium shot by the artist inside the Gladys Porter Zoo
located at the U.S.-Mexico border; and finally a hypnotic
session of Brown channeling Beethoven's life and music in the
volcanic darkness.



1815

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
8'35"

2019-2020
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1815
Single channel HD video (colour, sound)

8'35"
2019-2020
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1815
Single channel HD video (colour, sound)

8'35"
2019-2020
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1815
Single channel HD video (colour, sound)

8'35"
2019-2020
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1815
Single channel HD video (colour, sound)

8'35"
2019-2020
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1815

Single channel HD video (colour, sound)
8'35"

2019-2020
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