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Preface

Zhang Yiwu

I recently had an informal chat with MuChen and ShaoYinong in regard to their work,
“Family Register”. They were sitting directly facing me. At a certain moment, | suddenly had
the uncanny feeling that they had literally stepped out of “The Family Register” and were
walking toward me, and therein interrupting the unending line of the register, It was as though
I was witnessing the strange relationship between what they represent as subject-family mem-
bers of “Family Register” and what they are outside the work, as creators of “Family Register”.
Are they an unremarkable component of their greater family genealogy or individuals inde-
pendent of the register”? Do they belong to this family by virtue of the same bloodline or not?
Such relations are difficult to unravel, which evidences the blurring of the border between the
artist and his artwork.

The “Family Register” is a rich text focusing on the saga of the family, which subject has
always attracted an unusual degree of attention from Chinese audiences. MuChen and
ShaoYinong have attempted to understand what familial traits they are able to identify and
therein discover the source of such identification. In the process, they have produced a new
family history by means of this extraordinarily long photographic work mounted in a tradi-
tional Chinese scroll-painting format, which includes clan pedigree and other calligraphic notes
on particular traits of their own family.

The construction of this new family histery seems to be motivated by a desire, on the one
hand., to reinterpret one’s traditional blood-line. However, on the other hand, they seem to be
reviving the traditional Chinese form of the clan pedigree in search of what has been memori-
alized about their particular family. The “Family Register” they completed is in fact very
similar to the traditional form of the family register, and the long horizontal format of portrait
photos is also quite similar to the typical portrait photos of Chinese photo studios. Through
words and photographic images, they appear to be attempting to recapture lost memories and
imbue the photos with authentic and reliable characteristics.

We can sense the authenticity of those memories when we read the passionate narratives in
the carefully constructed essays which accompany the work-the words are similar to the re-
search notes made during an anthropologist’s field work, and comprise the accounts of family
members in their own words along with the inclusion of old family photo portraits. They show
us a presumably familiar world combining the family experience of the author while also
referencing Chinese tradition using “family” as metaphor for all that is traditional, A kind of




clan family tree has been reconstructed, through which individual members are able to con-
firm the source of their identity and have a clearer understanding of “Who [ am”. Therein, the
artists seem (o have constructed an epic tale of self-identity.

At the same time, ShaoYinong and MuChen have rewritten the traditional Chinese family
register. All of their subjects wear SunYatSen clothing above and at the same time dress freely
underneath as seen in the lower part of their attire, to create an eerie contrast, This arbitrary
information related to their clothing is perhaps depicted in the photo as a visual hint of the
unreliable nature of the memory itself. The SunYatSen unitorm encapsulates common charac-
teristics of the family which together symbaolize an otherwise difficult to express sense of
interconnectedness. While such commonality is overshadowed by the disparate dress seen on
the lower part of each subject’s body. At the same time. the stereotypical family plant or
bonsai at the foot of each photo, while differing in style, serves as one underlying poignant
and ironic reminder of the limited nature of man made products.

Once these unusually real individuals appear in this grandiose narrative, they inevitably
will be manipulated and thus appear unnatural to some degree. The artists intentionally adapt
photo-taking techniques from traditional photo studios to generate a certain poignant sense of
separation and the authenticity and reliability of the nature of the family register is uncon-
sciously deconstructed. We discover that the blood relations reconstructed by ShaoYinong
and MuChen have survived the impact of time. However, such relations are no longer com-
plete nor absolutely reliable. Instead, what remains is merely an imperfect outline similar to
folktale or legend.

trinsic value. The artists have constructed a kind of Chinese styled self-identity of contradie-
tory expression, The creation of this identity is both a direct response to the identity crisis
generated by the current domination of globalization and China’s opening to international
markets and also evidence of the reconstructing of one’s own personal history. It reminds us
that the traditional family memory has become a drama-like fantasy following the impact of
revolutionary culture and market economy global trends. Shao Yinong and MuChen strongly
imply that identity is neither an inevitability, nor a preordained conclusion, but merely an
imaginative construction. The artists can only turn themselves into one component link of the
imaginative process. While in reality, their life experience is not yet sufficient to build up a
common shared experience. Such commonality only exists in their imagination. The artistic
endeavors of ShaoYinong and MuChen overshadow the plight that we all face in interpreting
persistent memories: we think that we have found a certain memory. but actually we have
created a kind of imaginary memory. What the artists have achieved is just a possibility by
dint of the force of imagination, a kind of poetic atmosphere and passion. The edge of memory
is in fact the center of imagination. The progression of memory is actually a flight of imagination.




As one carefully attempts to unearth one’s memories, the spirit of imagination is allowed to
dance freely.

As narrated by ShaoYinong and MuChen, the artists consistently stress the struggle be-
tween memory and oblivion and imply that the political upheavals of revolutionary times swept
over the family bloodline. They try to discover memory in order to fight against oblivion.
However, a more complicated side of the problem consists in examining that pursuit of memory,
which in fact sets imagination free. My concern is not with the real family bloodline that
overrides revolutionary history, but instead with imagination and how it overrides the rupture
between modernity and tradition. In fact, ShaoYinong and Mu Chen display interesting con-
tradictory attitudes wowards revolutionary history. They regret the rupture of family history
due to events in that period on the one hand; on the other hand, they tell us that this period of
history is meaningful to key memories by means of their reliance on the cultural sign of
SunYatSen’s uniform. It seems that we could discover a kind of hard-won commonality we
bear only by virtue of the uniformity of the SunYatSen costume. The reference to the uniform
may hinder the prolongation of family memory, while reconstruction of such memories will
also rely on it. Therefore, Shao Yinong and MuChen express a most complicated and profound
attitude towards the Sun YatSen clothing. The subtleties of such feelings do not seem to be as
simple as they have explained.

We could conclude that identity is not a stereotype born of rigid thinking, nor is it some-
thing unchangeable, but results instead from a combination of imagination and creativity. Here
lies neither a rediscovery nor a passive acceptance of the past. Here, there is only an imagining
of the past. To some extent, one constructs one’s identity. The product of one’s imagination
results from a continuous dialogue and gap between one’s ego and the others. | prefer not to
regard the “Family Register” as a work full of passion for and imaginative acts of investigating
“the family™ history of the past. Instead. I see it is a work, which is concerned with the atten-
tion to and promise of life here and now, It contains a poetry, which comes from personal
history; which is rarely perceived in current artistic debates. Such poetry is exactly where the
strength of the “Family Register” lies.

What moved me are the faces of the portraits in the work. Those ordinary Chinese faces
which mask an inexplicable force beyond the outdated SunYatSen clothing: together with a
certain sense of calm and fearlessness toward the future. Although unnaturally posed looking
directly into the camera, we can still sense the expectation and imagination concealed in those
faces. They give me a profound sense of the strength of China and the strength of one” identity.
They are not merely faces of a family, but also faces of ShaoYinong and MuChen as well as
faces of China. I can also find or imagine myself in these faces.

In fact, all of us are able to find or to imagine our own faces when we open this book,
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