














Somewhere Beyond
Rape and Adultery:

the Development and Work
of Sun Yuan and Peng Yu

David Elliott

In the range, ambition and evolution of their work,
Sun Yuan (b.1972) and Peng Yu (b.1974) have, like
many Chinese artists of their generation, had to
contend with the ethical vacuum of growing up within
a deracinated society and culture that no longer
really believed in itself. The heroic period of social
transition from the end of the Cultural Revolution
(1976) to a more intellectually open world was, for
them, a fait accompli, turned to ashes by the events
of 1989 and the prevailing cynicism that followed.
In a critical, newly ‘liberated’, culture in which
ideas of tradition, history or morality were no longer
sustained by experience or consensus, ethics and the
related question of aesthetics had been reduced to
little more than a matter of opinion. In a climate
like this they have had to be re-invented.

Throughout their work Sun Yuan and Peng Yu have tested
established standards of ethics and aesthetics. For
them China in the 1990s was a twilight zone in which
art must demand a human reaction. Provocatively, Sun
Yuan has described the illicit, bitter-sweet response
he seeks in art as: “rape mixed with adultery.” In
making work to this specification, style is purely a
mechanism through which different kinds of relationship
— material, spiritual, social, economic, political
and others - are expressed. The inevitable lack of
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Sun Yuan: “Interview
between Xu Tan and
Sun Yuan and Peng
Yu,"”
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visual cohesion that results from this represents
neither vacillation of intent, nor a restless desire
to discover a single ‘correct way’ but, in fact,
the opposite: each work is made in response to a
particular series of conditions that are governed
by two all-embracing, systemic questions: “How is it
possible to make art in a hypocritical and cynical
post-totalitarian society?” and “How can an artist
maintain integrity within an increasingly superficial
and manipulative art world and market?” In this sense
both Sun Yuan and Peng Yu could be both regarded as
artists who are engaged with the realities of life.

Such questions inevitably lead to reflections on the
nature of power (or “force” as they sometimes refer to
it)— on how it is disposed, politically, economically
and socially, both in China and throughout the
world — and on what role, if any, art may play
in channelling, challenging or deflating it. Here
the act of representation becomes both a tool and
a weapon. Through the invocation of paradigmatic,
metaphorical or symbolic experiences and models,
Sun Yuan and Peng Yu create a series of worlds in
which assertive meanings are re-enforced through the
ostensibly negative strategies of irony, paradox and
sarcasm.

Their work embraces a symbology and aesthetic that
range freely over the traditions of both the Western
world and Eastern Asia. The mimetic role of classical
Hellenic art, as well as theories about the power
embodied within it,? can be seen in both artists’
predilection for the expression of latent, chaotic
or entropized energy. This is clearly expressed in
their work by emblems of purity, power, or both, that
are shown crushed, broken or degenerated.

Civilisation Pillar (2001) is a four metre high
“classical” column made up from the surgically
removed body fat of different people mixed with wax, a
related work One or All (2004), comprises a column of
human bone ash leaning against a wall. More recently,
a consciously more “accessible” Dying Angel (2009),
shows a “life sized” fibre glass and silica gel model
of an elderly angel who had crashed to earth, and
the large installation Old Peoples’ Home (2007), is
an expression of geriatric, about to be disembodied,
power in which 13 generic political, military and
spiritual “leaders” perambulate aimlessly, confined
to motorised wheelchairs, occasionally bumping
into each other like dodgem cars in a fairground.
Recent disruptions in economic life are highlighted
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in the installation Occasional Awakening (2008) in
which household objects are randomly thrown out of
a window, presumably, as the artists imply, by “the
invisible hand” of self interest divined by Adam
Smith in “The Wealth of Nations” (1776) — a force
that governs both the acts of man in the world and
the movement of goods and money in the market.

Although there is no obvious orientalism in the
potentially punitive reversals of power that
characterise Safe Island (2003), in which the audience
has to negotiate a tiger’s cage to enter the gallery
and is then surrounded and continually observed by
the pacing beast, there is an inevitable reference
to the form and representative power of the tiger
in classical Chinese mythology, medicine and art.
Freedom (2009) was conceived and exhibited in Beijing
to coincide with the twentieth anniversary of the
June 4th Incident and the suppression of the Student
Democracy Movement. Here the libertarian ideological
implications of the writings of J.J. Rousseau, Tom
Paine, the Marquis de Sade and Mao Zedong collide
when water pumps sporadically under high pressure
through a vast hose suspended in a gallery space,
making the hose jerk and the water spurt randomly
in chaotic arcs. The force within this unpredictable
water cannon “calligraphically” animates both hose’s
and water’s snake-like forms with a painterly energy
that, like a brush stroke in a Chinese landscape, can
be appreciated aesthetically - so long, that is, as
one is neither being beaten nor soaked by it.

A number of Sun Yuan and Peng Yu’'s earlier works
included dead animal and human remains in ways that
have been conceived as both callous and sensational.
Certainly, the presentation of such material was
intended to disorientate the viewer by confusing
the borders between life/death and art but, more
significantly, it also focused attention on what it
means to be alive, a concern that is still very
much at the centre of their work. Soul Killing
(2000) consists of a mounted “running” greyhound
with smoking, scorching light from a high wattage
bulb focused through a magnifying glass onto its
skull. In the performance Linked Bodies (2000), the
artists sat on chairs linked by intravenous tubes to
the foetus of conjoined twins; as the blood spilled
out of the tubes into the mouths of the unborn and
then down their bodies, it seemed as if the artists
were trying to propitiate death through their own
combined life force.’
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This work was shown
at the exhibition
“Indulge in Pain”
curated by Li
Xianting at the
Central Academy in
Beijing in 2000.

By illuminating the rictus of oblivion, by using,
and possibly abusing, now empty containers of life,
the artists privilege the whole notion of life force
and its relation to the body. Is the body purely a
transient channel where a spirit may temporarily
repose to be reborn again, as Buddhists maintain?
Or, according to the materialist beliefs in which
they were brought up, is death final — and can the
soul, if it exists, really be killed by a process
of systematic obliteration?‘ One feels that these
are sincere questions, asked out of a sense of
uncertainty, at times, even of anguish.

In Dogs that cannot touch each other (2003) (aka
Controversy Model) four pairs of (this time live) pit
bull terriers face each other tethered on treadmills
in a dramatic model of competitive proto-capitalist
society. Running and barking furiously, they are
prevented from reaching or biting each other in
spite of their strongest desire and efforts, and when
exhaustion sets in they are separated. In this, as
in the rest of their works, the artists are looking
at “an order that is also an ecology,”’ They are
acutely aware that this “order” may not fit with
conventional hierarchies but, knowing that it is
based on power and that power has an ecology of its
own, they present it more as a reflection of fears or
suspicions about what could actually be the case.

In Hong Kong Intervention (2009), first shown in
full at the 17th Biennale of Sydney in 2010, the
artists have turned their attention to the ecology
of economic migration in a more light-hearted, open
and participatory way. About four to five million
Filipinos work in different countries throughout
the world and the remittances they send back to
their families help keep the home economy afloat.
In Hong Kong, Filipinos comprise a large underclass
of domestic help that gathers once a week during
their afternoon off. To make this work Sun Yuan and
Peng Yu invited 100 of these workers to photograph
a favourite scene at their place of work, giving
them a disposable camera. There were, however, two
conditions: that a toy hand grenade they were also
given should be included as part of the photograph,
and that their “anonymous” portraits, taken by the
artists from behind, should be exhibited alongside
them. No payments were given by the artists to the
workers, other than a copy of their prints.

Within this not very convincing structure of
subversion, potential terrorist threat, and
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anonymity, in images that parody the styles of both
anthropological and criminal photography, the true
artists are the individual domestic servants who
through their wit and aesthetic sense have composed
a series of domestic still-lifes that reflect not
only the lifestyles and social mores of the Hong
Kong middle and upper classes but also highlight
discrepancies of economic and social power. But,
significantly, there is humour rather than anger
in this work. Again, the picture presents a whole
ecology, and who can be blamed for that? Many a pet
dog is confounded by the presence of the toy grenade,
which also finds itself nestling by library shelves,
toilet seats, coffee tables, play pens, mantelpieces,
bed rooms, drinks cabinets, desks and settees. It
is as if this interloper has become a surrogate
time bomb that can equally signal the effects of
poverty or inequality and the transformative power
of aspiration in a world in a state of profound
economic and social change.

In this, just as was the case with Sun Yuan and Peng
Yu'’s earlier works, the conventional world has been
turned upside down with sour-sweet compulsion mixed
with desire. As activist artists they trigger us to
think and look critically and to enjoy the world for
what it is. In Hong Kong Intervention penetration (of
ideas of home, privacy, social relations) has again
definitely taken place, but no one has been raped or
has had to tell lies in the process. Its coquettish
lightness, even seduction, is Jjust another way of
thinking about truth.

Sydney, April 2010.

We are interested in how to invade and occupy a
community; what are the possible ways that are covert
yet effective. The occupation do not have to be
militaristic in nature, nor do they need to serve
a higher purpose. However, they cannot solely rely
upon the concept or a hypocritical self fulfillment.
The theoretical approach must be able to be turned
into realistic practice, thus creating an alternate
reality within the world. Therefore, in order for the
project to happen in the most reasonable context, we
must first understand the essential social connections
and practical issues already given within the
community. Although the artwork is merely a final
product for the project, what we believe, however is
that the idea behind would transcend itself to be a
model that can be implemented by others, of what we
call an ‘intervention’.

Sun Yuan Peng Yu
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Embedded

Patrick D Flores

That Filipino domestic workers in a transitional
society like Hong Kong constitute a community is
immediately apparent. And it becomes markedly so
when they do not work. On their ‘day off’, they come
together in public spaces from squares to churches
to malls: sharing food, telling fortune, fixing hair,
hearing mass, consoling each other with stories
of home, in other words, congregating. After this
fleeting moment of being together, they disperse:
they return to work in a foreign country, confined to
their precincts of routine. Two Chinese artists Sun
Yuan and Peng Yu poach on this sphere, habitus if you
will, and cast this presence, in fact, heighten it.
Sun Yuan and Peng Yu ask Filipino domestic workers
in Hong Kong to plant a bomb in the houses they
keep, anywhere but their own bedroom, photograph
the still-life of sorts, and then pose with their
backs facing the camera in a site of their choice. In
this project, the classic tension between purity and
danger emerges cogently because it intrudes on space
in which another form of anxiety takes place: between
intimacy and estrangement, anonymity (facelessness
and uninhabitedness) and incursion. What sparks this
process is the faux bomb in a time of terrorism and
its many wars.

In the Philippine language, bomb is bomba, a term that
is layered and highly inflected. Its Hispanic lineage
is obvious from which other meanings spring. It could
mean the soft-porn film prevalent during the Martial
Law regime of Ferdinand Marcos in the seventies, a
genre that became very popular in one of the world’s
most prolific film industries. It could also mean the
style of oratory of Filipino traditional politicians,
a kind of bombast that always threatens to drop a
‘bombshell’. In both cases, sex and politics, an
excess of skin and speech converge to form a metaphor
of rupture for the era. All this settles on an
uneasy calm in the pictures of this project in which
Filipinos surreptitiously compromise the privacy
of their employers whose secrets, whose interior
life, they probably know to heart. It is reported
that a tenth of the Philippine population is out of
the country and keeps the economy afloat by sending
back home around thirteen billion dollars a year in
remittances. The body of the Filipino is a ticking
migrant cocktail in the inner sanctum of masters,
embedded as device.

From the conjuration of a gathering, therefore, comes
the rendering of a force. But it is more than that;
the said gathering exceeds its being mere multitude.
It becomes a threat on the cusp of a blast. It is
at this point that we may explore the basis of this
intervention. Is it to endow these domestic workers
with presence? Is it a question of visibility for
them because, as the artists confide in an interview,
they find them ‘invisible’ in Hong Kong? If they
are so in a realm that has been characterised by
the 1likes of Ackbar Abbas as itself disappearing
or dematerialising, all this seems to be suspended
in ether, in spite of the agglomeration of capital
in a global city like Hong Kong. Both city and its
housekeepers are hovering, floating.

There is, indeed, flimsiness about Hong Kong, which in
earlier climes in Manila was imagined as ‘holiday’,
‘vacation’, ‘shopping’ time and city. It is still
in some ways today, but with a marked shift: it has
become a place of work for Filipinos. Abbas argues
that in Hong Kong:

[T1he sense of the temporary is very strong, even if
it can entirely be counterfactual. The city is not so
much a place as a space of transition. It has always
been, and will perhaps always be, a port in the most
literal sense—a doorway, a point in between—even
though the nature of the port has changed. A port



city that used to be located at the intersections of
different spaces, Hong Kong will increasingly be at
the intersections of different time or speeds.’

Such wayward energy gdgenerates what Abbas intuits
as decadence, one that is immersed in economy and
its prolific, ravenous exchange. His interjection is
salient here because it invokes Hong Kong and summons
the spectre of China as a master narrative in the
discourse of totalising systems such as socialism
and capitalism, specifically playing out under the
aegis of globalisation or the claims to the global,
and, surely, of hybridity as inscribed in the phrase
‘two systems, one country’. It likewise references
China to the degree that the latter has occasioned
the ‘transition’, from British colony to an
‘administrative region’ to inevitably an inextricable
part of mainland. Like Hong Kong, the Filipinos in
this project by Chinese contemporary artists, whose
stature in the liquid art world of Beijing is robust,
are caught in between. The question now is: Does this
situation enable them to transcend this liminality?
Or is this liminality to be desired as the teleology
of the global experience? And what about the decadence
of the interior as contrasted with the privation
of the external, export, expatriate labour, of the
wealth of Victoria Peak and the austere quarters of
servants elsewhere?

It is the locus of work, therefore, that becomes
contentious and, concomitantly, the time of ‘not
working’. The place of work is home, another person’s
home in another country, and for women, this assumes
melancholy as they take on the role of surrogate
home makers and even mothers in a type of work that
has been thought of as feminine or feminised. It
is intimate, private, internal, and the Filipino
has access to nearly every cranny of it. It is this
physical and conceptual space that ultimately becomes
not exclusive to the owner of the property as they
leave it—and their children, too—on the Filipino'’s
watch when they go to work. Perhaps like the woman
of colour bearing flora in Manet’s seminal Olympia,
attending to the demimondaine who is starkly naked
and fully fleshed out, the Filipino is the other
within the world-picture. When the Filipina Flor
Contemplacion, a domestic worker in Singapore who
was accused of killing her fellow and the latter’s
charge, was hung, there was widespread outrage in
Manila: the nation-states of the Philippines and
Singapore were pilloried in the streets for the death
of a maid deemed sacrificial.

(1)

Ackbar Abbas, Hong
Kong: Culture

and Politics of
Disappearance

(Minnesota:

University of
Minnesota Press,
Do

1997),

4.

How does art figure in all this? We take the cue from
Jacques Ranciére when he explicates the notion of
the ‘distribution of the sensible’ in relation to
politics and aesthetics that involves a collection
of sympathies and agencies, ‘A community of sense
is a certain cutting out of space and time that
binds together practices, forms of visibility, and
patterns of intelligibility.’? And in this project
by Sun Yuan and Peng Yu, we locate the zones of this
radiation, of a community put in place, as it were,
in their very area of work, though reiterated with
potential catastrophe, or better still, the play
with its possibility by way of contemporary art.

First is the act: stealthy, clandestine, illicit. A
servant’s deed of planting a bomb in the master’s abode
is a breach in so many ways. It also threatens the
doer, who might be taken to task for this violation.
On the other hand, it is a brief moment of exercising
judgment of taste in adornment and ornamentation,
of redecorating the house, so to speak, ensconcing
the bogus bomb in the lanai and the study, on the
toilet seat and piano, close to the pet or the bronze
sculpture, disrupting the ‘interior design’.

Second, photographing the space with that bomb is
highly incriminating, an instance of exposure in
which a home becomes public knowledge/domain and
subjected to the parasitic schemes of contemporary
art. But as suggested earlier, the object and the
scale of the bomb in relation to the structure allude
to the order of the still-life, and therefore the
sight becomes allegorical, and certainly not just
in terms of the vanity that it intimates. It also
provides perspective, carves out foreground and
scenery, creates a proscenium of the theatre. The
art historian Norman Bryson theorises, proceeding
from the Dutch still-life, that the viewer of the
still-life is ‘related to the scene not only through
a general creaturely sense of hunger and appetite,
or of inhabiting a body with its cocoon of nearness
and routine, but through a worldly knowledge that
knows what it is to live in a stratified society,
where wealth nuances everything, down to the last
details.’?® This is one part of the picture. The
other is the illusion, which is disclosed through
an allegorical reading of the way in which it is
constructed through the method of perspective. The
latter ‘serves to represent truth in painting by
functioning as the foundation of a rhetoric of the
image. Truth can thus be allegorically represented
by means of the rhetoric of perspective.’? This kind

(2)

Jacques Ranciére,
‘Contemporary Art
and the Politics

of Aesthetics’, in
Communities of Sense:
Rethinking Aesthetics
and Politics, ed. by
Beth Hinderliter,

et al (Durham: Duke
University Press,
2009), p. 31.

(3)

Norman Bryson,
Looking at the
Overlooked: Four
Essays on Still Life
Painting (Cambridge:
Cambridge University
Press, 1990), p. 135.

(4)

Hanneke Grootenboer,
The Rhetoric of
Perspective: Realism
and Illusionism in
Seventeenth-Century
Dutch Still-Life
Painting (Chicago:
University of Chicago
Press, 2005), p. 162.



of ‘thinking in visual terms’ is revelatory because
it pierces through the veil of mystification an
ferrets it out of the woodwork, prompting a scholar
to claim that “‘still-life painting in particular
calls for an allegorical mode of looking because
it calls attention to its two-dimensionality, thus
undermining perspective’s promise of depth.’® 1In
other words, the truth emerges ethically because the
still-life lays it bare, because the Filipino bares
it lain.

Third, is the absence of the person represented by the
face, which in Asian cultures is a privileged virtue.
The body is faceless, with the subjects resisting the
gaze. It is a display of defiance of sorts, and also
of subterfuge. Here again, appearance and visibility
become unnerving, with the Filipino being almost but
not quite in the picture, yet standing his or her
ground, cutting a telling silhouette. An anecdote by
a viewer 1is symptom, ‘In one photograph, the bomb
sits in a fireplace below a clutch of framed family
photographs on the mantle, threatening to blast to
pieces the family of the worker’s employers in an
implicit reprisal for the ripping apart of family
life by the poverty that drives many Filipinos abroad
and into the master-servant relationship of domestic
work.’

In the end, since Sun Yuan and Peng Yu have impinged
on the global life world of Filipinos, we might want
to ask about the method informing this initiation.
In the same interview, they disclose that while the
gesture was inherently ethnographic, there was no
attempt on their part to immerse in the lives of the
Filipinos or to read up on the extensive literature
on the Filipino contract workers in Hong Kong or watch
countless films about Filipino migrants wallowing
in melodrama. There is some kind of detachment
to be discerned in this foray that is bereft of
sentimentality, quite akin to Poklong Anading’s re-
visit to his mother’s Sunday haunts when she was
working in Hong Kong, consisting of static video
documentation of her hang-outs, captured without
nostalgia and seemingly with clinical indifference,
thus the title Ocular. They asked go-betweens to talk
to their respondents and sought their participation.
They provided the cameras and taught them how to use
the gadget. They collected their photographs of both
the still-life and the pseudo terrorist but vetted
them. The artists wanted a certain look, something
minimal and not disposed to drama or embellishment,
tendencies to which Filipinos generally respond. In

(5)

d Grootenboer, 2005,
p. 162.

other words, the images were disciplined, too, the
body hexis inculcated.

Such a situation provokes discussion about the nature
of so-called collaborations within ethnographic
settings. The critic and theorist Claire Bishop
dwells on this dilemma in a recent essay that
reconsiders the ethical turn in collaborative art
or in an aesthetic in which the community inheres
or ‘others’ are intrinsic. The commonplace view is
that in such interactions, interventions have to
be dialogic, nearly liberal and humanistic in the
conception of responsibility and identity. Bishop
thinks that ‘the insistence upon consensual dialogue
and sensitivity to difference becomes a new kind of
repressive norm—one in which artistic strategies of
disruption, intervention, or overidentification are
immediately ruled out as “unethical”, because all
forms of authorship are equated with authority and
indicted as total.’® She adds that this fretfulness or
reflexivity diminishes the art because it ultimately
reverts to the antinomy of the personal rights of
artists and the collective good that is larger
than art and society, artist and subject, ‘Such an
aversion to symbolic disruption potentially signals
the end of all courageous thinking and self-censors
on the basis of second-guessing how others will think
and respond. By contrast, I would argue that shock,
discomfort, or frustration—along with absurdity,
eccentricity, doubt, or sheer pleasure—are crucial
to a work of art’s aesthetic and political impact.’’

All told, this project is about photographing
Filipinos photographing Hong Kong. Productively
as material, they take to it in the context of a
palabas, a performance, a spectacle of sorts, or
just mere surface, a ruse, a veneer that obscures the
real in a volatile, incendiary atmosphere. This is
both conceptually interesting and saddening. After
all, photography aside from palabas is also padala,
an object to be sent home or abroad, a gift or an
obligation, a claim to presence in the hurt locker
of the global household, waiting to be defused or
discharged.

(6)

Claire Bishop,
‘The Social Turn:
Collaboration and

Its Discontents’,
in Rediscovering
RAesthetics:

Transdisciplinary
Voices from Art

History,

Philosophy,

and Art Practice,
edited by Francis

Halsall,

Julia

Jansen, and Tony
O’Connor (Stanford:
Stanford University
Press, 2009), p. 246.

(7)
Bishop,

‘The Social
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and Its Discontents’,

2009, p.
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