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The following paper reveals some aspects of my thoughts about art. The works 

discussed are featured in my M.F.A. exhibition. All works are mainly based on the ideas 

of absence, self-reference and utilization in art practice, even though each piece 

approaches the subject from differing angles. My dissatisfaction with preconceived 

notions in the contemporary art, rooted in art history, has shifted my focus from 

concerns of the direct, physical presence of artworks to the indirect or indecisive 

elements of their context. From this position I have felt free to explore the paradox of 

self-reference that is involved in performance. In addition, by transferring art works to 

functional objects, I have found a way to infuse everyday life with my art, and vice-

versa. The ambiguity of interpreting artworks with language means that I present this 

paper with photographic documentation of my artwork. Combined, this will give a clear 

indication of the thrust of my graduate studies and the current theatrical direction of my 

art. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I went to undergraduate school at Lu Xun Academy of Fine Art in China with a 

focus on classical sculpture and figurative drawing. Since China is a Communist 

country, my artwork was very structured and clearly followed social realistic tradition. 

Following restricted thinking and formalized process is crucial to achieve the look of 

Social Realistic art, which served as a tool of Communist propaganda. From the 1950s 

to the 1970s Chinese art was very monotonous; artistic thinking and art making became 

preconceived. I earned my B.F.A in 1995, and I abandoned making art.  In 1997, I 

moved to the U.S.A, and studied advertising for two years. I found that the working and 

thinking process in advertising companies was similar to my experiences in art school in 

China. In advertising companies, to sell products or ideals it is necessary to follow a 

system which worked before and will probably again work in the future. I felt restricted 

and uncomfortable working with the formalized process. I returned to fine art again to 

have some kind of freedom.       

 After two years intense study of contemporary art, I realized that I had fallen into 

the preconceived loop again. I found myself trapped in a context formed by commercial 

galleries and corporation-like museums. Museums and galleries demand collectible art 

works. This demand directly affects artistic thinking and art making. Collectors require a 

certain physicality of art works. From 1999 to 2002, my intent was to put my thought into 

physical forms and present it directly to viewers. I was unaware that I had slipped into 

the system formed by galleries and museums. I also sensed that a preconceived notion  

of art making was deeply rooted in art history and the way to transcendent artistic  
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thinking through images focuses on the physical presence of art works. Looking directly 

at art works and their by-products has been the juncture of the manifesto of art making. 

I have found I cannot work in that context anymore. I need new motivation to continue 

making art. The first thing that I have to do is to find a new ground for making and 

presenting my art. 

             I started to ask myself “what can I do without focusing on the direct and physical 

presence of art works?” I felt lost in a void. I also felt curiosity and excitement. Then, I 

encountered some very important artists and thought. First, in Chinese Feng Shui 

practice, the visual and psychical elements are almost invisible. The healthiest way to 

influence everyday life and human psyche is through an indirect way and over a long 

period of time. The best way to input a kind of thinking in people’s lives is not to let them 

know how their life is being formed. Second, I took a closer look at Michelangelo 

Pistoletto’s work. I started to understand that artistic thinking as a form can be delivered 

in many different ways. His work-Good Morning Michelangelo is a great example*. His 

humorous action allowed him to redirect social content. 

Statement of Problems 

 My artistic practice is an action which influences people’s everyday lives. I am 

interested in indirect visual elements and constantly changing forms. My objective is to 

determine how visual elements change events and thoughts over a long time period. I 

will produce four art works attempting to answer three questions: 

1. How does context affect content? 

2. Can art influence or affect the viewer if it lacks elements that demand its 
direct presence?      

                                                
* In 1966, Italian artist Michelangelo Pistoletto (b. 1933) created a large globe, and he roll his globe on 
the street. The performance documented in the film Good Morning Michelangelo. 
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3. Can art change its form in its happening? 

Methodology 

The four works which I created are primarily performances and events.  

One work is that I modeled for a group of artists which takes the artist (me) out of his 

traditional character and addresses a tension about changing subject and object. One 

work is a performance in a basketball court which addresses how a visual element 

affects people in a common place and considers the relationship between abnormal 

behavior and sports. One work is a performance in front of a grocery store which 

addresses meditation in relation to advertisement. One work is a two-part event. The 

first part is an exhibition of New York artists, and the second part is inviting the artists to 

discuss the work. I documented the performances and events with still photos and I 

composed a final paper which answers the statement of problem.  
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CHAPTER 2 

DISCUSSION OF ARTWORK IN RELATION TO THE QUESTIONS 

 In 2003, I participated in the Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture 

Summer Program. The works I did there reflect the direction of my artistic goals and are 

derived from this two-month experience. Take for example “Modeling,” an event 

involving tension raised by changing subject and object. At the Skowhegan School of 

Painting and Sculpture the mailroom is located between the living area and the studio 

area, and every morning participating artists walk to their studios from their houses. The 

porch in front of the mailroom is a perfect place to stop and socialize before people start 

their day. I have been an observer since I was a teenager, and the porch became my 

favored spot to study my fellow artists. I studied them like they were objects that I would 

later put on my canvases. The artists came from twenty different countries. Their social 

manners were fascinating to me. One day, I suddenly had a thought that I had been 

observing people and nature for years as an artist, but what if an artist became the 

object  as a model? What would my emotional experience be as a model? My career in 

art school in China taught me that being a model was a way to achieve my objection 

and I found the Skowhegan Fresco Barn was a suitable place for the event. I made a 

flyer informing the artists when and where the event would take place. Most of them 

were conceptual artists, so I didn’t expect many of them to show up. Surprisingly, about 

thirty people came to the Fresco Barn. I modeled nude and posed as people 

commented. I had a kitchen knife in my hand that was a sign of the insecurity of my 

artistic adventure; it also made me aware of my intention. In the event, some people  

drew on paper, others took photos. Oddly, Michael Chang, a San Francisco based  
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performance artist, wrote,” I sit there for I am” on my butt. The event took about three 

hours. Two days later drawings and photos of me appeared on artist’s studio windows 

and their computer monitors. “Modeling” was an emotional journey of art making in a 

reversed way. Being an object-model and a subject-artist at same time was questioning 

the position of artists. It challenges a common assumption: that the artist is an observer 

who looks into the world and reveals the unknown. The event put the artist in a new 

position- a participant.  In this realm, an artist is a factor not a master of his or her 

practice. His destiny is to take his viewers on the journey of art-making. (Questions 1 

and 3)  

            “Basketball and Head Rock” was a recreation of an old idea. Before I went to 

Skowhegan, my works investigated abnormal behaviors. I stocked my head with 

objects. It was a humorous action. It worked as an interactive sculpture. When I arrived 

at Skowhegan, I was eager to start working on my art. However, I didn’t have any new 

ideas. I also realized that my artistic thinking was beginning to change. To keep myself 

busy, I found a rock and rented a hammer drill and started to drill hole in it. It took me 

four weeks to create a hole, in which I could fit my head. Then, I abandoned it because I 

felt that was a simply a repeat of my old works. I felt that it needed some kind of 

interaction with every day life. I felt I had wasted my time and energy. But things took a 

strange turn. In a homemade basketball hoop, I found new life for my head rock. The 

hoop stands on dirt ground by the Fresco Barn. Everyday, some participant artists play 

“horse” after lunch. I was a regular member of this primitive basketball game. After days  

of shooting hoops, I found that playing basketball is a very irrational behavior. Throwing  

a ball into a hoop is as abnormal as putting one’s head in a rock.  I decided that the 
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basketball court was the right site for my performance. I moved my rock to the court and 

put my head in it when people were playing basketball. The effects of the piece could be 

discerned in two parts. First, in the performance, my behavior was a humorous act. 

Then, after the performance, the head rock generalized some unexpected functions. It 

became a ball holder. People kept the ball in the hole when they finished playing. It 

became a water bowl for artist Daniel Bozhkov’s dog-Thunder Boy. (Questions 2 and 3) 

“George’s Banana Stand” is a grocery store in downtown Skowhegan. The 

school kitchen buys their supplies in the store and sees it as important to support small 

local businesses. On Tuesday and Thursday, the school van took artists into town to do 

laundry and buy art supplies, and then make a stop at George’s Banana Stand. After 

weeks of mingling in Skowhegan, I started to get familiar with the town. George’s 

Banana Stand resembles every aspect of this old backwoods small town in upstate 

Maine. I realized that no matter how small a place is, corporate businesses will have an 

impact. They take away the character of a small town and destroy the local businesses. 

I like George’s Banana Stand a lot, and I wanted do a project about it. In my 

communication classes, I learned that an average person is hit 400 times by 

advertisements each day. It is an efficient way for big business to control commercial 

markets. We live in a world filled with signs that remind us of the existence of large 

corporations. To be able to clear up the influences of media, I decided extra action had 

to be taken; in the practice of Buddhist Monks, repeating a single sentence which helps  

them pacify their mind and approach enlightenment. It is a good method for me to get  

attached to George’s Banana Stand. So I stood in front of the grocery store for five 

consecutive days looking up at its billboard and repeated “George’s Banana Stand” for 
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three hours each day. During the first two days, the local people kept their distance from 

this strange Chinese man. Then, they couldn’t control their curiosity and started asking 

me questions. Maybe because of my odd behavior they had some kind of trust in me. 

They started to tell me their stories and stories of the town. From them I learned that 

many young people moved away from Skowhegan for a better economic life. How much 

they loved the store. The existence of Wal-Mart alienated older people. After the 

performance, I felt that I had stepped in a simple world that was slow and calm. I felt 

uneasy going back to my world filled with the anxieties of pursuing an artist career. The 

performance also left an impression of a sense of absence. Many things in the 

performance could not be preserved for my work was my emotional experience. It also 

made me understand that the absence made people willing to revisit its origin and it will  

never be the same for the interactions with the much larger world in which artists  

are very small factors.(Questions 2) 

         "Look at New York artists" is a questionable piece that I organized in the 

Skowhegan Fresco Barn. My objective was to find a way in which art changed its form 

and became somehow related to a specific event. It was based on a real problem at 

Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture. Every Saturday, there was a group 

critique at the Fresco Barn. I was a faithful participant of the event. However, for some 

reason, only about ten artists showed up each time. The critique was very aggressive,  

sometimes brutal. I liked the intensity of it. Maybe it was the reason why people did not  

show up? I wanted to bring more people to the Saturday critique.  "Look at New York 

artists" was based on that agenda. Most of the participating artists live in New York. I 

have never been to the Big Apple, but I have always been attracted the city and people 
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that live there. With that interest, I found a way to solve the Saturday critique problem. 

In the beginning of the week, I informed artists that I needed them to help me make a 

work. On Saturday, I found some masking tape, and taped a ten feet by ten feet square 

on the floor inside the Fresco Barn. Then I instructed New York artists, about thirty of 

them, to stand in the square, and I sat on a chair looking at them for twenty minutes, 

then I asked them to join the critique. Some of them left for other things. Some of them 

stayed. After I told them my intention of the event, there was some confusion at first. 

They told me that the event made them uncomfortable. They felt they had been 

manipulated. I agreed. It should have happened in a more natural and friendly manner. 

Then, I noticed the event getting interesting. I pointed out that it was exciting to see how 

they were talking about the piece when they were a part of it, and it was still happening. 

The self-reference elements made them aware of their existence in the event. It was like 

a person who stands inside and outside a room at the same time. That was a very new 

way of observing. The event was a failure and success at the same time. It didn't make 

the artists enjoy the critique. It was a success because it opened up a way of thinking 

about arts. It raised questions that need to be answered in the future, which is how we  

can find theory to interpret a self-reference in a happening. (Questions 1 and 3) 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSION 

The experiences at Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture Summer 

Program changed my idea of art. It was a series of intense experiments, which triggered 

my new approach to art making. There are three key points of those experiments. First, 

the idea of presence is replaced by a sense of absence. Traditionally, presence is the 

focus of image making. To present ideas clearly and fully is the desire of many artists. 

Art works, which have strong physical presence, show the great expertise of the artist. 

The absence is the white noises and indecisive elements in the process of art making; 

characters of ordinary people’s lives. Second, the self-reference elements of events and 

happenings not only require a new theoretical ground to understand the work, but also 

create an emotional experience of self-awareness. The paradox of self-reference (being 

an artist and viewer at same time, being in and outside an artwork simultaneously) open 

up new possibilities of art making. Finally, the function of arts can be transferred to other 

uses. It could be a social commentary, a utilitarian object and a topic of scientific 

research. In this direction, art is more involved with the artist’s daily life. My thesis and 

recent works are the first step to put my art in the real world. 
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Figure 1.  Modeling 
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Figure 2.  Basketball and Head Rock           
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Figure 3.  George’s Banana Stand 
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Figure 4.  Look at New York Artists 

 

 

 

 

               


