


Editor's Note

For many who work in the art field, it is seemingly a tacit consensus that there is no explicit boundary
between life and work. That work, or the act of creating, can fit seamlessly into everyday life sounds
like an emancipation and resonates with the Marxist vision of the ideal all-around development
of people. However, life often transmogrifies itself into a beast, to invade all destructible frames,
to smother all breathers and beautification. Perhaps 2020 is a year that confronts many of us with
that experience. People don't often talk about the delicate plight of female artists who work from
home under such circumstance. Time becomes fragmentary, and childrearing and working rotate
in a fast alternation or even take place simultaneously—that is my observation when visiting Yu Ji's
new studio and residence in suburban Fengxian. The year before last, Yu Ji's life was joined by a
new family member; in the beginning of this year, she moved her studio and her residence once
located in different districts of Shanghai to the multi-storey house by the sea, allowing a new way
of life to unfold on the city's outskirts. The worldwide outbreak of COVID-19 has forced Yu Ji's
schedule of overseas shows and travels into either cancellation or postponement. Such situation
has also magnified the act of "living" itself in the isolated suburbs. In the fragmented time between
dealing with "life" issues, | got a chance to chat with Yu Ji about work, while realising that the two are
indivisible after all.
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Art Museum; it continues with my earlier
combination of cement body sculpture and
urban ruins, and it comes much larger in size
than before.

Does your new piece that /nterrupted Meals
features employ your wonted method and leave
a part of creation to be conducted on the site?

Actually, most of my works that
consist of onsite creation are projects that I'm
commissioned to carry out, so | have more
flexibility in the time for preparation and in the
space for displaying. The work in /nterrupted
Meals is not an utter onsite creation, though it
brings along such vibes. | used a great deal of
second-hand rebars, and | wanted to present a
sculpture endued with mobility in an unfinished
and ongoing form. One day on a demolition site,
| saw giant cranes tearing down houses and
crushing rebars; it was so rousing that | watched
for a good while. It could be the tremendous
motion or the humanlike destructive power that
enthralled me; | can't tell what it is, but | want to
get close to it through artmaking.

Both your depiction of mobility and the video
that documents cranes in operation deliver
a kind of lightness—that is actually quite
paradoxical. I've been to a demolition site with
you, and | know the force of a crane hoisting
rebars is beyond human power, though it looks
as nimble as stir-frying in a pan.

You're right. The rebars used in the work
shown at HOW Art Museum weigh more than
300 kilograms.

| watched the video of cranes many times. My
captivation may differ from yours, but | can feel
something that your works embody too, such as
rhythm and physical movement.

Rebars of varied lengths and widths are
tossed around in the giant hands of a crane until
they become a big ball, it's bizarre.

The perspective of mankind humanises it
automatically, so it is somewhat like a claw
machine, or resembles a bird nesting, which
incorporates an indescribable tenderness.
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Now this 300kg big ball is cast beside
where | live, like a hill and impossible to move
an inch. | climbed up to mold some cement. The
gentle destructive power within is reserved in
the video.

| recently read Tongues of Lykavittos which
you published on Heichi magazine. What you
wrote reminded me of Nlwa creating humanity,
especially in thinking about your more figurative
sculptures. You and | have discussed before that
traditionally "mountain” is regarded as something
masculine. Mountaineering—especially as
your Pataauw Stone (2015) executed in Beitou
encapsulates—is like some sort of undisguised
grapple. "Grapple" may not be the word and it's
probably easier to be likened to how you arrive
at a certain limit with the use of your body and
energy in that natural setting.

Yes, that's visible in the video. To be
honest, | felt quite ashamed when | watched the
video, for | tried so hard and looked awful, but
the work made in Beitou wasn't envisaged to be
like that.

| happen to think "trying so hard" is indeed the
sincerity and charm in many of your works.
Perhaps "trying so hard" or "trying to the fullest
to live a life" ought not to be an aesthetic or
formal pursuit.

| wanted to look good though, and the
outcome isn't always as good.

Maybe it turns out to be a different beauty in the
end.

That reminds me of a remark Yan
Jun made about me in an article: "she sweats
heavily". | felt embarrassed. Perhaps | just
overexert wherever | try.

In terms of self-consciousness about the body,
females may be more prone to inhibition and
vulnerability. When making Pataauw Stone, is
there any choreographic idea to control your
movement?

No, nothing choreographic at all. The
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idea of the Beitou project was to carry my
stone—something | treat as the most intimate
part of my body—to seek unrevealed secret
landscapes.

Is your exhaustion opposed to your expectation?

Yes, | didn't expect it to be so
exhausting, as if it were killing me and couldn't
be finished. Finally, | made it to the end but
earned myself a fever. | did not plan to make it
a hard mission based on stamina and willpower.
| tend to overexert, or maybe | always make
wrong efforts, and such clumsy tendency faintly
meddles in my practice. | come to realise that
| have naturally become this way. What | did
in Beitou is Part I, and | have an idea of Part
Il, conceived to be carried out in a desert in
America.

But, meanwhile, in many of your works, however
tender, organic or light the objects and materials
that attract you seem in an abstract sense, as
a matter of fact, they need massive physical
power and willpower to manage.

That's why | can't prevent sweating, or |
would feel unnatural.

Perhaps perspiration is a signal of how much
your body is engaged.

I'm not sure, but body has always
been my most direct instrument; | am a manual
worker.

Your "clumsiness" may be interpreted as not
seeking any knack or shortcut to ease yourself.

And it's more of an instinct, a physical
awareness and mental unawareness. Probably
it results from my sculpture training over many
years. Sculpture training is a body training.

Indeed, you are keen on challenging and
surpassing the boundary of sculpture within a
studio, which positions you in an environment of
uncertainty and fluidity.

Exactly. That's what attracts me the
most. An "uncertain" environment can also be
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put as an unfamiliar and strange one.

Such as placing 300kg wasted rebars in front of
your door, which is incredible.

Yes, the residential management was
mad, and neighbours too are puzzled but dare
not ask me. Earlier when my studio was at that
pen factory, they thought | was a scrap collector
and root carving crafter.

In a way this little hill made up of rebars appears
more impactive in front of your house than in a
museum gallery.

Absolutely. It was thrilling to transport
rebars with a forklift truck.

It evokes an image of little human beings
moving mountains.

| proposed the idea of using rebars to
several museums, but all got declined out of
safety concerns. | adapted a little bit this time,
and finally it's materialised.

I've always looked forward to your presentation
in Shanghai, as in here there is a stronger
connection with this land.

What | really want to present is a sense
of ruins, urban ruins. The existence of body is
also a wilderness, contorted and folded like
a wasteland. Self-consciousness is already
detached from corporeality.

Listening to your verbal description, | would
feel that the scene of ruins is quite gloomy, but
the "wilderness" in your depiction is not merely
bleak and barren.

It's double-sided, | think, and spreading
toward two extremities. One's interpretation
of ruins varies from another's, and to me, ruins
are enchanting; the abandoned and deserted
is more enchanting than the attended and
occupied.

In other words, places where traces of human
presence fade away.

14

BEER  EREEMEH/NIERRFIONG
BIAEEMENEEFEEREES -

A ARZNS o ABREHIRAE > SEHIE
[EI% > EERE
BRIV ARSI ILMNESEEEK

R A R RBUA IR AL B =T EE 1R 18
BEHAERERE WET - BRAET T
REISE T o

B MERAFMELBNER > TEEAF
BN Lt E R ER R R -

HREERMAIZEIER * TUETEE
¥E - BENERNRERE  BREE—RHE
HiTE - REHIEREHCEWRKIRE -

MRABMMHNES L > §EFEEREES
=R - BRWEN TRkl AR
%ZEEE% /WE/‘J °

LR HRTEFEEmERR
E o BEAREIERIERORRE o HHIKRKHR °

BEEA RN - WER ~ BEAN ° LEWREFEF
HUERIERRA o
HEHR * MBARRIMEHRBM T

BERBYMTS o

MIREEBEXFIR BRI ° RITEITEIM
AR EERRBERIZE - ABIR T 2%
AL B R AR IR — B MRV E
7] e

BthRZEES | EEH ° TR
il

THEREEBUE  RRRTUEARE
ARSI A B BRHER T ? ZATthRe
fR > R TAEZHOAN ~ (LB H R RERE
BIEMRAE o




MICHAEL BORREMAN

P




Places where humans leave behind.

What touched me greatly about the deserted
school you brought me to in Fengxian was the
verdure there. After humans left, such places
abound with more exuberance instead.

| love such places too! Freer and
unconstrained.

Since you moved to Fengxian, have you had
more room to approach and establish that sense
of ruins? We've talked before about how the
size and location of your studio influence your
sculptural creation.

It's ok, actually. In downtown there
were many demolition sites too, though the
atmosphere was somehow different. Speaking
of the size of studio, I've always been fonder
of relatively congested spaces, and my studios
have always been modest.

A major characteristic of deserted old houses in
Shanghai is also the size, namely, the density of
population who once dwelled there.

As for the location of studio, | was in
residence here and there for the last five years,
so studio was mobile to me, and the one in
Shanghai was like my heart. Now the change of
studio is more out of the change of life.

This year is very special, as most "mobility" and
travels fall through.

Yes, the beginning of this year was
drastically impacted. All was shackled up.

At the same time, your life and working
environment went through changes. The external
change, caused by the pandemic, and the
change of your life happen to overlap.

Yes. Having a child and moving to the
suburb are two things that made my life and
work feel isolated all of a sudden.

And under such circumstance of isolation, on
top of social distancing, life itself, as well as the
physical energy it requires, is magnified.
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It challenged me a lot. My adaptability
and resilience are pretty bad in this regard, and
those are what | was mainly working on in the
first half of this year during the outbreak.

This is consistent with the "clumsiness" in your
works that we mentioned just now. In life, you
seem not to be a person who seeks knack or
shortcut. | think that separating life and work
may not apply to you. In your home and studio in
Fengxian, your status being a mother and artist
is integrated. Like we have said before, the most
visible condition is that your studio and living
space are conjoined, and | think such spatial
awareness is quite feminist. An unmixed and
undisturbed period of time in studio, and the
distinct separation of working and living spaces,
can be interpreted as a masculinist mode of
working in contemporary society.

Exactly. It is over the last two months
that I've come to realise it.

Not separating the work-life space and mode
can be very consuming. | guess that means
you're up against all needs at all times.

And | wasn't mentally prepared for all
this, can only grope my way ahead.

| remember your analogy in Tongues of
Lykavittos about creating bodies out of mud—
life consumes soil, just like how childrearing
consumes female bodies.

Compared with the scene of ruins in
the work we talked about earlier, another kind of
vitality may have been nurtured in recent years.
There are new things happening in life which
require more commitment and stability. Today |
just turned the soil for my aloes; their roots have
almost surfaced, and one pot has turned into
four!

The interview was taken during June 2020.
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Born 1985 in Shanghai, China

A revisitation of sculpture, an extension of its
three dimensionality and attunement to body,
context and narrative, is at the heart of Yu Ji's (b.
1985, Shanghai) practice. Her work, that spans
installation, video and performance, exists as
a series of interventions, both into space and
creating it, taking medium and materiality as a
starting point. Creating her own language, Yu Ji
enlivens her visual sentences with a rich vocabulary
rooted in form, objects, humanity and the everyday.

Running throughout Yu Ji's sculptural work is an
acknowledgement of the body. The cast of a limb,
the outline of a body part - Yu Ji creates sensitive
yet weighty anatomical and amorphous objects that
evoke a sense of eery mechanical disengagement,
as if an alter human had been created then pilfered.
Consider, for example, 'Altar the Ghost' (2018),
in which, amidst a sea of black sand, there are a
series of cast and cast-away objects. Upon closer
contemplation, one identifies a hand, a structure
that resembles a torso; the tones vary from a warm
beige to grey. The titles of each work emphasise
the physical and sense of absence, incorporating
terms such as 'flesh' and 'ghost', pointing to a
spectral existence. Heightening a sense of tender
presence is the permeation of balance: each
object is mounted, hooked, reliant upon another
element, a visualisation that is emphasised by the
incorporation of towering and leaning pillars, each
of which have an odd levity given their materials of
cement and iron.

This play between depiction, material and weight
exists throughout Yu Ji's practice. Referencing
back to the earlier work 'Green Hair Monster'
(2016), for example, there are a series of sculptures,
gilded by a faint dark green moss, hanging from
metallic threads. Despite their reference as 'Still
Life', they rely on gravity to ever so slightly hover,
a movement that contrasts with the monumental
rootedness of 'Green Hair Monster 1601". Similar to
'Altar the Ghost', there are a series of contraptions,
straps, pushes and pulls, holding the elements
together, a tightening of bounds and grip. There
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is additionally, through the title, the reference
to something or someone otherworldly. Quite
distinctly, however, one notices an incorporation of
living elements: beyond the moss, there is a series
of fruits, trapped, wedged, hidden yet on display,
existing as punctuations in her sculptural play. As
such, Yu Ji mounts a tension between the living and
the not, the ad hoc and purposely considered.

A rich sense of texture additionally defines Yu Ji's
works. In the series of pieces created for the Hugo
Boss Asia 2017 prize, for example, there is a chief
work, 'Etudes-Lento IV', composed of metallic
chains, that beyond their rust and chandelier-
like entanglement, are oozing, dripping, amber
muck. As with the moss in 'Green Hair Monster',
this additional layer has an unctuousness to it that
adds a sensual element to the sculpture beyond
its visual impact. There is additionally a sense
of organic growth, beyond the materials she
otherwise uses such as cement and iron, that may
typically be used for construction. Tying in with
this previously identified notion of abandonment,
in the site-specific installation 'Silver Lake', there
are a series of plastic clear sheets on which black
and white images of ruins are imprinted, pulled
taut across the room, ironically tugging or resting
on contemporary pillars. Emphasising a sense of
bygones are a series of torso casts, resting on the
floor in a ring of their own rubble. In centre point,
there is the film

'Pataauw Stone' (2015) in which she moves through
the landscape of the Qixing Mountain in Taipei.

Ultimately, Yu Ji is a rich narrator of complex
relationships, between people and things, life
and not, presents and bygones. Every object,
installation, video is deliberate, mesmeric and
subject to a palpable articulation rooted in
considerations of material, texture, weight and
tone. Encountering Yu Ji's work is physical and
mnemonic, sparking reference points but also
urging one to revisit the relationships between
space, body and time, reminding each of our own
historicity.

Yu Ji obtained her MA from the Department of
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Sculpture, College of Art of Shanghai University,
in 2011. In 2008, she co-founded AM Art Space
- an artist-led space in Shanghai, promoting
experimentation and exchanges between artists,
curators and the public. Yu Ji has exhibited globally,
including Chisenhale Gallery, London (2021),
Centre Pompidou x West Bund Museum Project,
Shanghai (2021), BASEMENT ROMA, Rome, Italy
(2021), HOW Art Museum, Shanghai (2020), the
58th Venice Biennale (2019), Tensta Konsthall,
Sweden (2018), Rockbund Art Museum, Shanghai
(2017), 11th Shanghai Biennale (2016), Palais de
Tokyo, Paris (2014), amongst others. In 2017 Yu Ji
was nominated the Hugo Boss Asia Art Award. The
artist lives and works in Shanghai and Vienna.
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