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HE XIANGYU: CROSSED BELIEFS
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Wisdom Tower (A Pretty Girl), 2013, Tooth, gold, copper, bamboo stick, 8.25 x 2.1 x 2.1 cm
PHOTO: Keizo Kioku

Courtesy of the artist and SCAI The Bathhouse, Tokyo
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“Crossed Beliefs” is He Xiangyu’s first
solo exhibition in Japan, and the first by a Chi-
nese artist at the esteemed SCAI The Bath-
house gallery. The six works on show date
from 2011 to 2013. Apart from Wisdom Tower
(A Pretty Girl), which is new, the other five are
either new versions of old works (I'm Sorry,
Umbrella, My Fantasy) or old works that have
not received much attention before (Man and
Woman in the Express Hotel and My Dream). As
is often the case when an artist enters an un-
familiar market, the solo show serves as an in-
troduction to his work. Perhaps because of this
unfamiliarity with his work, He Xiangyu has
been forced for the first time to use a thematic
approach to his exhibition—up until now his
solo exhibitions have mostly been named after
the titles of his works or projects (like the fa-
mous Coca Cola Project or Man on the Chair), or

have just been titled “He Xiangyu.”

But what does the title of this exhibi-
tion mean? To a people who have just expe-
rienced the Fukushima nuclear incident of
2011, “Crossed Beliefs” could refer to psycho-
logical changes to individual citizens and in
society as a whole in the wake of Fukushima,
which rocked many people’s sense of security
and forced them to rethink their belief in the
promises made by their own government and
its allies. There is no evidence that the exhibi-
tion has this specific goal. To put it another
way, contemporary art is progressive because
it does not express such ideas directly. But a
crisis can create a sense of personal insecurity
that does not go away—and this could really
be seen as a theme of the exhibition.

The exhibition space has been deliber-
ately divided into two. In the first are Man
and Woman in the Express Hotel, I'm Sorry, and
Umbrella. Themes include the contradictions
between: the self and the Other; growing de-
sire and suppressed fear; and the private and
the public. For example, the tip of the umbrella
has been lengthened, turning a defensive fea-
ture of the original object into a weapon. Al-
though the longer tip gives a feeling of extra
security, it also implies insecurity. In I'm Sorry,
with its petal pink door, and Man and Woman
in the Express Hotel, where the lesbian couple’s
liaison has been disrupted by the camera lens,
the door faces both ways, corresponding to the
hopes, fears and affirmation of the individual
self as it cuts through space.

In contrast, the three works in the second
gallery space all deal with the big questions.
Be it a glittering golden pagoda (Wisdom Tow-
er) or a striking red cloth draped over a cast
of the artist’s own body (My Fantasy), whatever
associations there are with faith, they cannot
strip away the mundane. If the dust floating
in the darkness of the five-channel video My
Dream signifies the loneliness and minuteness
of individual life, then is “faith” really a road
to redemption, or a state of self-delusion? As
a solo exhibition of a young artist, “Crossed
Beliefs” does not open up any deeper or more
complex debate on this point, it just repeatedly
reminds us of the paradox of subjectivity—like
the wisdom teeth in Wisdom Pagoda, even a
pointless consciousness can be a kind of pain.
Sun Dongdong (Translated by Vanessa Nolan)
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