INTERVIEW BY DAVID QUADRIO RUi/’k K

Let’s begin by discussing Madeln,
the “contemporary art creation
company” you founded in 2009.
How is it structured? What makes
the company different from a pro-
duction workshop like Murakami's
Hiropon Factory?

The company consists of Madeln
Gallery and the brand XuZhen; we
also run supporting media, such as
the Artbaba Internet forum. It’s a
very comprehensive operation, by no
means limited to artistic projects:
we have people who focus on project
management, creative, administra-
tion, ete. As of now, we have around
50 staff, with an office space in Song-
jiang, Shanghai.

1 believe that the difference between
MadelIn and other art companies/en-
terprises will become more obvious in
the future. Some claim that we work
similarly to Jeff’ Koons, in that we
are both a studio and a company. For
me, the question depends more on the
scale to which we expand ourselves
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in the future. As of now, our current
mode as a company is a kind of art
in itself, almost as if the company is
an artist. In this age, whether you're
practicing art or venturing in busi-
ness, you are nonetheless in a creative
process. The spirit of the time pro-
vides art with an abundance of space
and possibilities.

Still, this question remains: How do
the company’s various outlets relate
to each other? For instance, MadeIn
launched the brand “XuZhen” in
2013, producing significant new
pieces under that label. But after a
few years, the brand reappeared un-
der Madeln's name. How does this
shifting identity influence the actual
creation, production, and marketing
processes?

From our perspective, there aren't
many restrictions. It’s like venturing
into business: As you start, you real-
ize that the market is actually differ-
ent from what you had envisioned; to
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survive, you must adapt and alter
many of your original intentions.
But none of this changes your end
goal, which is to enhance one's
sense of existence. For me, what
matters is that everything is pro-
gressing towards a better state. It’s
unnecessary to declare to what end
we should be changing, because it’s
all viable. As long as it is healthy
and positive, evolution is a strong
gene—and as for the market, the
academic world, or historical posi-
tioning, none of these are of great
concern to us.

That’s a fairly provocative idea:
that one might change intentions
but retain his objectives. Others
might insist that they hadn’t devi-
ated from their initial aims.

It’s interesting: the idea of an “orig-
inal intention” can easily bewilder
people. You may come to this aim
within a certain context, but as you
grow more mature, doesn't your
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“original intention” change? It’s like
how every boy fancied their English
teacher when little, though it is un-
likely that they will end up marrying
one. Isn't that a change of original
intention?

That’s true. We may often think of
“original intention” as something
analogous to a goal, but it might
simply be what you've called a
“sense of existence.”

Exactly. These things are confusing,
and people tend to mix them up. In
the case of the “sense of existence,”
I believe that if you've found it, you
must be accomplished in many re-
spects. But that doesn’t make it a mat-
ter of intention. This is why I say that
I am not “conceptual” in my work. I
haven’t much concept of things.

But you seem quite adept at playing
with concepts.

Not really. Much of my work belongs
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to the category of conceptual art, but I
generally do not understand things in
a conceptual way. For instance, people
often ask me why I have any sense of
morality. My initial reaction is, what is
this so-called “moral sense?” You may
say that what is intrinsic to humans
rarely changes, but the signified chang-
es drastically over time—which means
that if you abide solely by concepts, it
will be difficult for you to understand
the world. You must let go confidently.
Perhaps I am just confident.

Have you always been?

I'm just never afraid. There isn’t much
to be afraid of. This is the art world,
after all—it won’t kill you.

Last year, you and David Chau es-
tablished a brand called PIMO,
which produces various limited edi-
tions and products based on artists’
works. What’s the connection and
difference between the PIMO and
the gallery?
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PIMO is a brand for art derivatives,
still in its early stages. David and I
share the belief that contemporary art
operates within a very small circle;
we need to expand it, yet we can’t
simply abandon the ivory tower, or
demand that art should descend from
its current altitude. Therefore we felt
the need to investigate what attracts
most people, and our conclusion is:
consumption. Consumption is direct-
ly related to art derivatives, and we
believe that these derivative prod-
ucts will grow into a massive plat-
form. Once we establish this platform,
more people will be in touch with art
and culture.

The new gallery space presents art-
ists under the name of Madeln. In
this case, is Madeln an agent for
artists or simply a space meant to
support them? At the end of the day,
is it just another gallery?

I think it is very comprehensive.
‘We don’t really operate in such a
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static way. For instance, we call it
a gallery, yet for those artists whose
works obviously won't sell, should we
not offer some support? We should
not limit our business to painting, or
whether or not an artist’s works sell
fast. We should help to generate as
many high-quality artistic phenom-
ena as possible, so that the market
as a whole is supplied with guidance
and atmosphere. We ourselves live
and breathe the art world, but we
have become numb to it, unaware
that society still needs art. It still
needs the kind of art that is strange,
inexplicable, emotional; works that
remain unfathomable even if sold for
a million RMB. The organizational
structure of society itself demands
art as a catalyst.

How does Madeln divide its resourc-
es between presenting and manag-
ing other artists and producing
items through XuZhen? Are these
activities ultimately a form of col-
laboration?
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This may sound pretentious, but I
think of Madeln as producing creativ-
ity, not artworks. The artworks are
merely the byproducts of creativity.
This is why we place heavy emphasis
on training, inspiring our colleagues
to learn in various ways. We may
fail much of the time, but eventual-
1y, one or two talents do come along.
Although Madeln is within the realm
of contemporary art, no one knows
how it will develop in the future. I and
we are not willing to be constrained
by a single scope.

As for resource distribution, we make
decisions based on practical consid-
erations. For instance, “Xuzhen” is
currently doing well and is highly
profitable, so that’s been our focus.
Then, once you've made “Xuzhen”
into a success, it is easier to work on
other projects with the brand effect.
But we invest more in young artists
than other galleries: for instance, we
will be so attentive that we look into
what a young artist uploads to his
‘WeChat “moments,” how he titles
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things, how he writes descriptions.
‘We're interested in digging up the
values that others have witnessed
but not realized.

In recent years, China has been
increasingly driven by commercial
enterprises and power-driven struc-
tures (Long Museum, Yuz, etc.) that
play a vital role in supporting the
development of the arts in China, es-
pecially in Shanghai. Do you think
Madeln’s success is directly related
to this particular situation?

Of course. If China had not reformed
and raised the GDP, how would we
have the capital to practice art? If T
don’t even have enough food to keep
me full, I obviously won’t care about
art. So the relationship is quite direct.

Being based in China, what sort of
challenges has Madeln faced?

We're still in the first stage of things
we have not boldly begun with what
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we set out to do. This age provides
you with many opportunities: I don’t
have to queue up behind whatever
number of Western artists; I don’t
have to abide by Western rules. As
you said, capital provides many possi-
bilities. But capital itself is a massive
trap—and it’s not just capital. Many
play the cards of cultural difference,
of politics.

I had a chat with an artist a while
back, during which I asked him, “Your
work criticizes society, and yet you
drive a BMW, live in a villa; the object
you are criticizing has actually brought
you the fortune you enjoy. I believe
that is the nature of the movement of
capital.” He replied, “I was poor for
more than ten years before selling my
paintings.” I said, “To borrow some
concepts from the investment world,
what you have been through is called
the success of the first round of financ-
ing. You were not worth a penny, and
then you achieved some good results,
earning an Angel Investment.”

To put it simply: “No Idealism.” Ide-
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alism pervades all kinds of systems.
It is the belief that as long one does
his work well, with no concern for
the system, whether it be capital-
ism or communism, he will be re-
warded. However, I am concerned
with the advancement of my sense
of existence. That is to say, have 1
evolved? Who or what is my coun-
terpart? The Renaissance reached a
certain height; so did Impression-
ism and Modernism. To what degree
should I advance myself?

Of course, this also comes down to
specificity. For example, the Internet
era has changed almost all forms of
understanding of previously existing
systems. What, then, should an artist
do? You appeal to truth, good, beauty
and authenticity, yet your audience
is changing, and if you don’t change
yourself, what are you to express?
Mere nostalgia? The world of ten
years ago?

Many professional (technical) issues
can be discussed, but unfortunately,
the art world in China still examines
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artworks in a moral sense. Some be-
lieve that artists should be critical and
reflective of society, while the others
believe they should be independent.
This is all nonsense. Show me how
independent you can be, whether in
China or the U.S. We should not focus
too much on issues that are personal.
It’s this simple: What have you pro-
duced? Is it interesting? We should
start from there.

In your last solo show at the Long
Museum, the entirety of Madeln’s
output was presented at the same
time—all existing editions of each
work. It looked amazing, and was
a very smart way to use the monu-
mental space of the museum. It is
also a very evident sign of the fact
that all is “objectified” in the art
world, and that this trend is more
and more prevalent all around, not
just in China. As a writer, I'm per-
sonally interested in the pioneering
field that uses commercial spaces
and language in the art world. The
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question is: Is there a possibility of
keeping the revolutionary aspect of
art while playing with the commer-
cial world?

I don’t ocecupy myself with such con-
cerns. I simply do whatever I like. I
rarely stop to consider what a com-
mercial space needs. At this point,
shouldn’t we be taking our own ini-
tiative? You can’t say “I'm sorry, this
is an academic setting, please be ac-
ademic.” 1t would be absurd! This
form of academia is a gitt of charity.
So what use does it have? The aca-
demic must be able to survive the
challenge of reality. That is the real
academia. Otherwise, it is just emp-
ty talk.

Here’s a personal question, since
we worked together for a decade at
BizArt—a not-for-profit art centre,
the first organization of its kind in
Shanghai, which we co-founded in
1998. What did you take away from
that experience?
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1 was in charge of domestic projects
at BizArt, organizing solo and group
exhibitions. The communication with
the artists, mutual understanding and
learning, were the activities I enjoyed
the most. I actually learned a great
deal from my BizArt experience. It
was like growing up. After all, I be-
lieve that I developed many of my
good habits in elementary school, such
as waking up early and going to bed
late, treating others sincerely, being
unafraid of power, etc.

How do you evaluate your transi-
tion from such activities to being
the CEO of MadeIn? What kind of
skills and responsibilities are en-
tailed?

At present, playing the role of an
artist is a very small part of my re-
sponsibili I am pretty adept at
programming something, directing it
towards an ambitious goal, upholding
my personal values, insisting on my
own needs. Apparently, all of these
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things are related to artistic creation,
but they more frequently seem to ap-
ply to the other projects I must reg-
ularly deal with, particularly tasks
involving communication, coordina-
tion and management. The important
thing is that I don’t feel stagnant. 1
feel like I'm in a state where I can
learn, change and adjust at any time.

You never travel by plane. Do you
ever feel that you are geographically
constrained?

Not so much, thanks to the Internet.
You can think of me as an ascetic
monk; after a while, I became used
to it. If T can’t go, it doesn’t matter; it
saves me some time in any case. Every
day, I have plenty of time to work,
to do things that I like and that I'm
concerned about.

‘What is the fundamental concern
for you?

To keep living, feverishly and with
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keen curiosity. This is actually very
challenging, because you no longer
consider yourself this or that—you
become something like a contain-
er, or a cash dispenser; you take in,
and you dispense, serving society
and benefiting mankind. It is pos-
sible that what you take in today is
political, and what you take in to-
morrow is entertainment. Everything
is possible.

What kind of role do aesthetics play
in your work? We are all very famil-
iar with your deliciously beautiful
cake painting, which was part of
your American debut at the Armory
Show in New York. But at the same
time, not all your work is aestheti-
cally pleasing. How do you reconcile
these different approaches?

Everything originates from demand.
This age has made us not so simple,
or single-minded, because informa-
tion reconfigures in different ways,
one ceaselessly encounters new im-
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peratives. One day you may pursue
refined beauty; tomorrow you form
judgments based on something else,
and you fall for pop art the day after.

‘What new works have you been
working on recently?

Recently I've been working on the
“Thousand-Hand Classical Sculp-
ture” series that was exhibited at
Long Museum. We are preparing for
next year’s events; some big, new con-
cepts will be realized. I believe I am in
the golden age of my time, and I'm old
enough to write my version of War
and Peace. 1 should be able to create
something that demands attention,
something that puts a capstone on my
whole life; it comes down to a mat-
ter of luck. Some people keep their
mouths shut, and work on things se-
cretively, because they are scared of
failure—unlike me, so shameless, say-
ing it out loud first.

That’s because of your confidence.
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The truth is, ask any artist what they
want from life, and the response will
be, “I want my work remembered af-
ter I die” @

Davide Quadrio is a curator and the founder of
Arthub A production and curatorial proxy
active in Asia and worldwide. He is Associate
Editor of Kaleidoscope Asia.

All images courtesy of Xu Zhen / MadeIn Company;
Long March Space, Bejing; ShanghArt, Shanghai
and James Cohan, New York/Shanghai.
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