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VHF# / Xu Zhongmin
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Preface
Huang Du

Xu Zhongmin is considered one of the most important contemporary artists in the Chinese art
world. His art works are often challenging to categorize due to their interdisciplinary features.
Not only has Xu effectively adopted aesthetics in design and its technical requirements, he
has also infused social aesthetics and artistic meanings in his construction of a sort of visual
surrealism.

Xu Zhongmin' s concepts are inspired by two cultural traditions: one is the traditional
Tibetan ceremony of “Trekking Around the Mountain” ; and the other is the concept of
the Geodesic Dome invented by architect Buckminster Fuller. His earlier work Trekking
Around the Mountain, fully embodies the consolidation of the two. Xu" s central concepts
posit the magnificent visual effect displayed by the sound and light effects on a mechanical
apparatus, by which the machines transform their rigid and frigid exterior to sensational,
vital and glamorous impressions. On the one hand, the work acts as a metaphor for the self-
emancipating process of spiritual ascetics, on the other, it displays the momentous aesthetics
of futurism.

Xu Zhongmin' s works show interdisciplinary artistic features, encompassing sculpture,
installation, architecture, video art and robotics features. Unlike other artists, Xu does not
only focus on the relationship between the artwork and its context, but also highlights
the dynamics of machines. In this process, the narrative aspect of the work is effaced to
demonstrate that the lives of human beings is indeed an endless cycle. Without any narrative,
the sculptural protagonists on these machines follow repetitive rhythm of movement, laced
with intermittent flash and palpitating sounds. These figures circulate repetitively, spin,
climb and resurge, disappear and reappear endlessly. If the moving machines are seen as
a theatrical stage, then those figures in movement must be its performers. These works
operate as repetitive cycles with game elements eventually eternalizing in time. At the
same time, if the machines and robotics in motion are metaphors for vehicles of desire and
beauty for speed, they also succeed in enticing the audience’ s voyeuristic desire, producing
visual gratification and a dislocation of psychological fear. Xu" s work not only reflects upon
differentiation and homogeneity as an outcome of contemporaneity, but also on the absurdity

of the contemporary condition of ‘unconsciousness’ .

Xu Zhongmin' s work presents a fictional utopia to convey people s utopian experiences
and beliefs. Xu' s renderings are either a solemn ritual, or a game of interest, an elegant
theatrical play, or an interdisciplinary art. His works supersede and override reality by adopting
a surrealistic approach to demonstrate the mysterious and invincible aspect of life, yet at the

same time sharing worldly experience with its audiences.
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Poetic Replay

Wang Min'an

Xu Zhongmin' s artistic work bestows a certain sensitivity to the mechanics of an apparatus.
Machines may often be considered symbols of calm and impersonal rigidity yet Xu Zhongmin
imbues them with dramatic effect. He makes the machines talk, move, dance and perform,
creating vital beings beyond their intrinsic rigidness. These are not the robotics that will
replace human beings - the ones that imitate human physical and intellectual abilities. This
artist” s robots do not wish to emulate human intelligence nor could they ever possess an
aptitude for comprehension or problem solving. On the contrary, the artist presents these
machines to sensational effect. In order for them to resemble human beings one has to break
away from their rigid mechanical stereotype and embrace their passionate, romantic and
unrestrained qualities. Qualities which, through Xu Zhongmin, these machines continuously
re-enact.

This performance is highly visually effective and combines the qualities of sound, light and
power. Xu' s mechanical installations seem to be bathed in supernatural force. They are
dynamic and magical while clearly operating through the agency of human ingenuity. They
are like a powerful, multi-layered drama that cannot fail to enrapture its audiences. These
dramas are not played out on a conventional stage. In Xu Zhongmin' s mechanical installations
the theatrical setting and the function of the protagonists merge into a single moving entity.
The mechanisms, and the figures that are depicted across and within them, are not vital
organisms or even digital constructs but are inert materials which somehow transform to
reflect the most magical moments of fleeting light, shadow, form and movement. Theatrically
compelling, a plot unfolds in which small figures ceaselessly walk, turn and climb. Their
movements display an unyielding determination which generates from a shared fragmented
narrative. These small figures, with their constant repetitive movements as they rapidly
appear and disappear, create cycles which are both temporary (due to the speed with which
they circulate) but at the same time permanent and endless. Thus, the time-bound merges

with the perpetual to create a fleeting glimpse into eternity.

Xu Zhongmin' s work condenses elements of installation, sculpture, video and kinetics into
an entirely new kind of artistic form. Narrative, yet lacking in pathos this form’is propelled
by light and power without projecting images from an external source. These may be
fabricated objects yet they are quite unlike the familiar kind of static sculpture that silently
takes its position in an allotted space. Xu" s work features sculptural forms that are irrelevant
to the practice of sculpture. The work encompasses the qualities of many divergent artistic ‘
categories. It is a repetitive machine formed of vivid sculptural figures. It is a unique
metaphorical experience, a glamorous electrical theatre and a non-projected obscure image.
This work challenges all of the usual accepted qualities of the artistic forms from which it

borrows.

Xu's sets of small sculptural figures are critical in creating this effect. Far from being
formalistically unique they are in fact fairly commonplace. Moreover, they are essentially
identical: small and expressionless they resemble myriads of miniaturized beings that lack
singular personalities. This is precisely the effect that the artist has aimed to create. He
has melded these sculptures into the dramatis personae of a grander drama. Once they
are no longer treated as discrete sculptural figurines they earn the role of protagonist in a
performance. Electricity powers them and light configures their faces. The performance is no
longer played by live people nor are these players digitally generated. The performances are

drawn to life through lifeless objects - a counter-intuitive human progression.

Here, the artist has ingeniously created an entirely new kind of previously unnamed work —

these are the Performative Sculptures of Xu Zhongmin.
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'Face' two film projections
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‘separate unity' Vedio instalation
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