On 15t December 2021, we interviewed the Chinese artist Xiao Se (E
& X hereafter). Xiao reflected on social issues in postsocia]ist
Chinese society and recalled the development of his artistic career.
Besides, the artist shared stories about his paintings that will be
shown at his mid-career retrospective solo exhibition “Flying Over

the Cotton Field” at Lechbinska Gallery.

E: Can you p]ease tell us about yourself?

X: I was born in the 1970s, the living condition of my generation
resembles the social reality depicted in the movie In the Heat of the
Sun (1994). I grew up in that kind of political climate, and then,
came the “reform” and “open,” and the country has developed into
what it is now. My experience resonates with the times depicted in
Wang Shuo’s novels and their film adaptations. I am the only child
in my family. I didn’t have any friends my age throughout my
childhood. Most playmates were much older than me, or they were
newly born babies. My grandpa belonged to the so-called chengfen
bijiaogao (literally “higher classes™; it includes bourgeoisie and

1ar1d10rd ClaSS, W]’llC]’l was the target of\class struggle during the
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Cultural Revolution [1966-1976]). He must have had a charge, which
sent him to “transformation.” Therefore, I couldn’t make friends.
The beginning of the Cultural Revolution was similar to the rise of
Nazi anti-Semitism. I felt like a weirdo. I wasn't treated fairly like
everybody else. In those days, families were faced with material
deprivation. Children didn’t have games or toys. We played with
what we had. My parents always brought home a pile of letterhead
from their working units. I started drawing on letterhead for fun.
This story went around the neighborhood. It happened that one

neighbor was a fine-art teacher, so | began studying art at his home.

E: What medium did your teacher use in his lessons?

X: My teacher was specialized in oil painting,. Back then, he seeretly
taught a few students at his home. He would pull curtains together
to protect our painting lessons from being seen by the public and he
would turn the lights on. I didn't prepare for my first lesson. Nor
did my teacher have tools for me to make a sketch or watercolor

painting. He gave me a small piece ofoil—painting paper. 1 pressed it
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1 There were many state projects to transform “class enemies” into the people of Socialist China during the Cultural Revolution.
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on a drawing board and started painting. I was introduced to oil

painting at a very young age.

E: Did you continue with oil paintings from then on? How did your
education in Environmental Art Design and your job at the China

National Symphony Orchestra influence your artistic expression?

X: It may sound a bit odd. I studied fine arts in middle school, but I
turned to design in my undergraduate studies. My middle school
was the firsc-art school in Beijing. It has now become a university
(i.c., Central Academy of Fine Arts) with an affiliated middle
school. I enrolled at the Central Academy of Fine Arts and Design.
Liu Ye and Zhan Wang were then senior students in my academy.
Although my discipline was called “environmental design,” I made
sculptures throughout these four years. I thought this is interesting,
I can study arts and design simultancously. The design program was
then aimed to teach the concepts and methods of design. Students
did not need to spend much time mastering computer-based design
technologies. Instead, painting courses were given higher priority. It

was cool because the fine-art students may not even know about the
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Bauhaus style in their program, but we had long been exposed to
these elements. In retrospect, I was deep]y affected by the American
author Irving Stone's work Lust for Life. It encouraged me to devote
my life to painting since my adolescence. Music also affected my
creations, but | suppose its influence is quite subtle and abstract, on

a spiritual level.

E: Many art critics noted a rupture of‘contemporary Chinese art
between the 19808 and the 1990s. It was caused by the state
suppression of student campaigns for democracy. In popular art
historical narratives, the ’8os Chinese new art is seasoned with an
Enlightenment spirit. By contrast, the post-1989 art practices, as
exemp]iﬁed by the works by Fang Lijun, Yue Minjun, Liu Xiaodong,
and Yu Hong, turned towards sarcastic, playfu], or apolitical
expressions. Some critics lamented your absence of signiﬂcant art
events in contemporary Chinese art history. What is your memory

about the 19805 and the 19905?

X: I enrolled in the academy in the 1980s. I was at the age of
cighteen or nineteen in 1989. You can imagine how I fele. My home

and academy were in Beijing, so I was almost involved in the entire
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course of the June Fourth movement. It was a watershed. Earlier, |
would say, all China’s young students committed themselves to
serving family and China, like traditional Chinese youth. We were
iiving in a bizarre state. It was so odd that no one was at odds with
it. The Cultural Revolution ended in 1976, and I was then six. Every
person had to be poiiticaiiy correct. No one knew that being
poiiticaiiy incorrect is also an alternative. University students in the
June Fourth movement were children my age. We were then
passionate about the country’s future. The June Fourth movement
started because we wanted to crack down on corruption and appeai
for political freedom, including the freedom of speech and the
freedom of the press. At that time, we had just started iearning
about western culture, for instance, Montesquieu’s theory. We didn’t
mean to oust the government nor subvert the country. However, the
movement ended in miiitary suppression. The message was clear:

we cannot ﬁght such a country that is fuiiy armed and that is both a
sovereign state and a party. It is nothing like a western country that
has a muiti—party system. Instead, our country beiongs to the party;
the military 18 subject to the party. Therefore, it oniy serves the
ruiing ciique’s interests. In this respect, many artists turned to an

ironic and amusing art expression — we cannot reaiiy wage a tic-for-
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tat struggle. IFWG express ourselves na bOld and direct way, tl’liS can

put usin a Considerably dangerous state.

E: We also notice that you were selected as one of the emerging
talents by the ofticial art magazine titled Art Research in 2000. How
do you negotiate between your persona] interest, the official
system’s requirements for art, and the commercial need and reach an

equilibrium?

X: Apart from Art Research, Art Observation also introduced my
paintings. It was a journal issued by the Ministry of Culture of the
PRC. I suppose that the official system does not simp]y represent
the governmental criteria. It also acknowledged the academic
criteria. In the old days, a person that is mentioned in these
magazines can reach the rank of an associate professor. This can
suggest that the system recognizes my painting skills, but it does not
mean that the system approves the content of my works. The
criteria are not clear. The aesthetic evaluation system encompasses
various works. It also aims to cultivate the “Hundred Flowers

Blossom” phenomenon. For instance, we can create paintings about
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grassroots. This does not interfere with their recognition of my

expression.

E: In her article “Von F]iegenden Fischer & Schielenden Karinilen,”
the director of Galerie Shanghai in Miinchen [inyan Ge wrote that
g Yy

you hope to evoke the European audiences to reflect on

“phi]osophical questions of Confucianism, Taoism or Buddhism.”

What messages would you like to pass on to the Swiss locals and the

European audiences in your mid-career respective solo exhibition at
p y p

Escapement Art?

X: I have another goal for this exhibition. Speaking of culture, it

does not manifest itself as an “advanced” or “outdated” phenomenon.

You can use these terms to describe a society or a country — for
instance, China is advanced in certain techno]ogies — but we are all
equa] in terms of culture, including religious beliefs. As you see, my
paintings involve the Xinjiang topic. It happens that I was in
Xinjiang when the incident took place. We received a task, that is

the Xinjiang Biennale.
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There was an art project titled “Chinese youth paint Xinjiang,”
which then became an exhibition at the National Museum of China.
As soon as we arrived in Xinjiang, the incident happened. Streets
were occupied by armed police. It looked scary. We didn’t have a
place to stay, because we were members of the national project and
the institutions that catered for our visit were concerned — they
feared the tension escalated and terrible things can happen to us.
Therefore, they transfer us to a relatively safer place called Tacheng.
The locals were mostly the Tajiks, rather than the Uyghurs. At that
time, it was the Uyghurs that stirred up trouble, fighting and killing
Han people. I wonder why the western countries bring up the
Xinjiang topic in recent years, but it was then when real serious

problems occurred.

E: It has already been a decade, right?

X: Yes. It happened a long time ago. | don’t know Why it is now
remembered by the world as “we exterminate Xinjiang locals™. Tt
wasn't that horrible, as they said. I was there. As the old saying goes,
“one hand cannot clap.” It also relates to an error in decision—making

made by the communist party a 10r1g time ago. It is similar to the
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Tibetan issues years ago. Look at today’s Tibet, however, the party
uses an economic tactic to make the Tibetans rich — I don’t mean
that they become very Wea]thy, but they make more money than
before — so they don’t cause issues or protest for independence. In
fact, this tactic is rather ruchless. Nowadays Xinjiang deveiops the
tourism industry, using different kinds of business to heip peopie
make money — so ]ong as a person makes money, he_she will not
make trouble. Do you get this? It’s ruthless. It wants the Tibetans
and the Uyghurs to become well integrated into the Han. You know,
it means to incentivize the Tibetan and the Uyghur youth to pursue
a so-called fashionable life. The masses desire this 1ifestyie. When
you render them aid to purchase luxuries, they would stop making

troubie.

E: Xinjiang Cotron express your impression of Xinjiang a decade ago?

X: Yes. It was a small number of people who were interested in

iaunching a terrorist attack. I believe that all reiigions7 no matter
the teaehings of the Catholic church, Christianity, Protestantism,
Islam, or Buddhism, encourage their followers to be kind to other

humans. Everyone prays for a good life. I believe these reiigions are
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alike, they are primarily concerned with human beings. I don’t think
we should assume that the Islamic church naturally opposes the
Catholic church or the Buddhist temple, or we portray these
religions as natural enemies. These assumptions do not reflect
reaiity. [ made my acquaintance with followers of different reiigions
in Xinjiang. The Tajiks also believe in Islam. We build a close and
harmonious relationship. For examp]e, [ met a Guru many years ago.
His name is Danzhen Jue-mei. He grew up in India, but he is a
Tibetan. I met him by accident in the room in which he practices
Budhhism, nameiy: his home. Buddhists build their private
residential rooms around the temple. stayed in his home for one
week. One day, [ drove him to Chengdu. On the way, he
wholeheartedly talked to me that all his good friends are the Han
peopie and this disturbs him. I asked, “Why?” He said that the Han
peopie killed many Tibetans. | repiied, “Have you heard of the June
Fourth?” He woke up to realization in no time. Regarding the
Xinjiang issues, it was not anything like a hostile situation in many
Westerners’ eyes. There are many tactics involved in the solution of
Xinjiang issues. If‘you say, concentration camp. No, there hasn’t
been any. They aren’t called concentration camps, but education

camps. These camps aren’t aimed at the Uyghurs. You can’t even
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imagine, as a matter of fact, that many Han ofticials were also sent
into these camps. It was heaviiy guarded, and the tension was high.

[t was not simply a conflict between two ethnic groups.

The tool in my painting, as you see, is a hook, a shape created by me.

It softens the cotton. The ﬁgure is a representation of the Uyghurs.
This Uyghur man also pursues this. When I was young, I went to
Tibet by driving a car. Tibet was like that. In fact, you can’t imagine
that many Tibetans used to live a “primitive” life. When I traveled
to Xinjiang and other remote areas, they looked alike. What has
created such a “primitive” impression? This country. In other words,
the matter is not whether someone wants to eliminate the
traditional culture in Xinjiang, Instead, the real probiem is that this

country and this system have created such a situation, in which the

Uyghurs, their culture and beliefs become “outdated” and “obsolete.”

Name]y, this poiiticai system and the ruling class have occasioned

economic disparity and conflicts.

E: The economic disparity between the coastal metropolis and
hinterland has become more and more critical in recent years. How

do you perceive the expansion of Neoliberal capitalism
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accompanying the rapid growth of poverty alleviation programs in

the PRC?

X: I don't think capitalism exists in China. The country fought
against America after its foundation in 1949. Then the government
introduced Public-Private Partnership and, later on, the so-called
Socialist Rural Cooperatives and the Cultural Revolution. Until
now, the Cultural Revolution has not come to a closure. The truth is
that the communist party has Changed its tactic to govern with
higher technologies. But what will this lead us to? I assume that oniy
several persons control the world, and we — the leftovers, will
become zombie-like animals. We will live without culture or

spirituaiity. We simpiy live every day7 graduaiiy becoming machines.

E: What you just said is evocative of the prevailing term shechu (the
Chinese translation of the Japanese term “shachiku,” which literally

means “siaves oficorporates”). To iet cuiture SErves the Capitai.

X: Yes, all things work in this manner, from the education system to
pubiic opinion. It’s a terrible direction. Everybody swipes the

mobile screen, watches short-video social apps such TikTok, and
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consumes information like fast food. Snakification is a

phenomenon, but its influence on culture is horrible.

E: It seems that you are WOTTiGd about current governance

techniques that accelerates alienation of human reiationships.

X: Yes. However, my point is more about individual responses to
these techniques. [ have been thinking about the relationship
between people and government: why China would have created
such a strange government. Something is missing in Chinese
culture, or there is a loophole that gives birth to this kind of
government. It is not a simple suppression of minority ethnic
groups by the ruiing ciique. It is not a war, as American movies
would describe that the Germans fought for the Germans and the
Americans fought for the Americans, one against another. No, the
Westerners have simplified the problems. There are many complex
things involved and sometimes, the tactic targets the officials within
the communist party. You can’t imagine that I am discussing these
issues in Beijing. If T were in Xingjiang, however, I would have
already been blocked. As soon as this word appears, the system

activates CGTISOTSi’lip. 'Ihe Computer can detect the WOrdS, and it can
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block your devices. Sometimes, you are not able to send messages.
We tested this in Xinjiang, you know, we got off the airplane and
the local government officials told us that we should be careful with
our words, do not bring up issues, otherwise, we can get involved in
danger. Itisa political purge within the ruling class. The terrorist
attack had happened, if it hadn’t, then the government wouldn’t
have taken such measures. In other words, it uses this tactic to solve

all kinds of problems.

E: We also noticed that your early paintings featured red curtains
before a dark background. However, your recent paintings such as
the Yellow series, the Xinjiang Cotton, and other works about the
seaside turned to the use of]ighter colors and this adds a mysterious

touch. What encouraged you to make these changes?

X: In my early paintings, | applied black color to the background
and drew the red curtains, because I want to suggest the lack of
transparency in the Chinese political system. Everything is
manipulated behind the scenes; they are situated inside a “black
box” and behind the “red curtains”. The lack of transparency is not

determined by the person who is in power. This ethos has already
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penetrated the whole society, from top to bottom. Earlier I pay
more attention to social issues, but I was taken ill in 2020 — Or is it
20197 [ can’t remember. After recovering from a serious disease, |
have become more interested in the topic of human civilization.
This also affects my techniques. Regarding the yellowish works, for
instance, the painting that shows Adam — he is 2 German model —
holds an apple and a girl who leans her body on the table, it reflects
my near-death experience in a hospital. At that time, [ had a
hallucination. The yellowish tint can be seen as an extension of my
hallucination. I was obsessed with the sensations when I was about
to die. I felt comfortable. T had a blurry image of a tunnel. Tt was
extremely attractive. [t was colored by a ye]lowish ]ig‘ht7 just like the
tone of the sunset. It gave me warmth and [ feel so relaxed. I was
then critically ill, so I no longer suffered from body aches. Instead, it
had turned into agony. The process exhausted and appeal to me. 1
supposed, I could have been relieved of my pain, if I had walked

through the turmel.
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E: How does this near-death experience relate to the story of Adam

and Eve?

X: They are not really related. I only use these figures to actualize my
obsession with that ye]]owish tint. The color deeply moved me. |
want to depict that situation, but I am not able to Chzmge my
expression radically. Thus, I use concrete elements, for instance, the
grayish cotton to gradually develop a new expression out of the
classicism. It is as if a boulder had split in two, and [ suddenly found
myself there. Today, I no longer use my concepts to cleave a reality.

Instead, I dispose myself to perceive nature.

My studio is forced to be demolished again. [ plan to create more
paintings and focus on cultural issues, so my works will not be just
about natural landscapes. One interest of the ruling Clique 1s to
transform the locals in Xinjiang into the mainstream. They want to
destroy the uniqueness of this region. 'ﬂﬂey cultivate and meet the
locals’ desire for material abundance, so the region will lose its
culture. There is no shortage of labor in the service of the material

civilization.

Eo SXRriae A g BRI 4 M S AR A o B RE R R AR P

Xe AR LSRR, TR B R GOk IR XX
MR RYRA . KB TRIRTT SN T3 Fim 2 H IR G
B, HERBAE T AR ERNZIARES . HitHkE
WX BRI TR, BRI AR G HIARAE , SRZ A& — P
WERES . Xt B IFE AR, RES THS. 4
REAHN A BB ERIT—FELsL, oo m%: 8
Ko
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E: If flying fish is symbolic of freedom, can you please describe how
freedom can be made available in the domestic sphere, religious
what does a ﬂying fish mean? What you don’t believe at this sphere7

and the material “ocean” govemed by state ideo]ogy and Capitalism?

X: I created “ﬂying fish” and have used it as an important symbol in
my early paintings. Let me give you an example, so that you will
understand the motif of a flying fish. Let me tell you a story about
tongxinglian (homosexuality). The term “homosexua]ity” describes
tWO men or two women living together. [ learned about this term
for the first time, when I was in primary or middle school. This term
appeared in our textbooks, and it refers to Capita]ist corruption. So
[ still didn’t understand what tongxinglian is. It hadn’t formed an
image in my head. It on]y means a juxtaposition of three characters,
tongxinglian. Then the country entered the period of “reform” and
“open”. The western culture and arts flow into China and | Vaguely
know what homosexuality is about. However, I couldn’t imagine
how two men can live together. I couldn’t understand how they
manage to have sex. Around the late 1990s and the early 2000s, 1
finally got a friend who is a homosexual. He and his boyfriend

il’lVitGd us to dirmer and armounced they are tOthl’lGT. EVGTyOT]C was

E: QR A GAER A i, EEIRRBA TR A 5K
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T HIYIBRHEFE AR AR XA A H

X FAWET R RIS, BRI B AT
Fo WEATRUINEIAARRIETE . (RiRE B G AR X
T o RAVRAEFMEI BT RV XAERE LA
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WX MG B HBUERATRIRA L, & SO AT SUE
Mo B IHFEARRE FVER A4, TR BB XL
B4, JBELEEAT, “RIER". JEokd E BRI,
VT SR EARTF IR P, FA B Ly S ™ [m) A A
Lo MHETEBRPIANH AR, AEEHEMEA 1S4
RFAG . EE19904F JRFN20004E4]), LT HMA. it
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2R AW B2 RN AR RE L LR, B
—WERAET, WO AR S T K

17/18



happy for them. It was on this occasion that I completely
understand what homosexuality stands for and how it works. So
what does a flying fish mean? What you don’t believe at this
moment can happen in the next second. It is as if a flying fish. We
believe that fishes can’t live without water and this thought has
already become a stereotype, but we witness a fish that does no
longer swim in the water. Instead, it grows wings and flies in the
air. At first, we are astonished or terrified by the “flying fish”.
Then we become curious about it and, later on, we communicate
with it. China’s economy has developed so speedily. It has already
reached the current state of western countries and China even
surpassed the West in certain areas. Nevertheless, our culture has
not caught up with the economic and technological development.
It is very terrible. China’s culture has turned into segmented,
jumpy, and fragmented stuff. The ocean is a metaphor for fear in
Chinese culture. Fishermen who live by the sea fear the ocean. It

is my generation that develops a love for the ocean.

Interview and translation by Diyi Mergentha]er
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K &ENFE: Diyi Mergenthaler
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