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Space and Place
Factory 798: the Site of Nostalgia and its Incontinent Dweller
Jiayun Zhuang

OFactory 798 looks like an enormous performance of Political Pop.
However, what emerges from the horizon is not the presentation of memory,
but the disappearance of hosicity.O N Dai Jinhua[1]

A Nostalgic Non-Place Factory 798

Contemporary Chinese art is experiencing an unprecedented ascent, which has transformed
Factory 798 (also called 798 Art District, or Dashanzi Art District) into a space in which the
power andogic of transnational art and capital have increasingly merged. Seen by Mao Zedong
in the early mid 1950s as a model statened militaryindustrial enterprise for an advanced
socialist state, the entire factory complex served the former planned ecohthreyP&C in the
1950s and. 960s[2] In the 1990s, the enterprise gradually declined, forcing the furlough of more
than 10,000 workers and leaving the buildings nearly des@ijtédhd yet, the factory space
continued to bengraved with historical mark$ Ghinese socialism.

The rebirth of Factory 798 during the late 1990s and 2000s was a direct result of the
congregation of artists and entrepreneurs hoping to create an international contemporary art
circle[4] The stateOs endorsemerntbéangyi chanyéCreative hdustry Enterprise) was
anothercrucial factor{S] In 2006, the government of BeijingOs Chaoyang District announced its
decision to cooperate with Seven Star Givtipe property management company of Factory
798N anddeclared the site one of th€®@ative Culture EnterprisefsDSoon enough, the
factory represented both the Osocialist legacyO andthéesbhippyavantgarde liestyle. It
has come to embodyparticular postsocialist conditidii] which connotes both the waning
effect of socidbm and the partgtateOs shifting focal point in controlling the cultural, economic,
and ideological arenas; it also exhibits free flow of ideas and capital generated by domestic and
global developments.

OTime has become a perpetual present and thied.gpat relationship to the past is now
aspatial one [8] Frederic Jameson notes in discussions of the characteristics of postmodernism.
Time and space are fragmented into a series of present moments in the logic of late capitalism,
and the concrete sensf temporality and history is arguably replaced witlisaalscape
saturated with simulacra of history. Celeste Olalquiaga also describes the postmodern obsession
with iconographies as a project of simulation rooted in intertextuality instead of inkitgxigh
As a result, not as much history (historical objects, events) as visual representatiordeffest
references to history is fashioned for verisimilityitieé] Seen from these views, the destination
of overproliferation of the highly profitabland marketable signs of history is determined by the
postmodern acts of decontextualizing and flattening history into a nostalgic OretroO space, which
is primarily manifested in the shift from the signOs use value to its exchange value.

A version of flatened history has gradually been written onto Factory 798, serving the
need forhuaijiu (nostalgia), a most recognizable fashion in the cultural arena of contemporary
China. ChinaOs rapid modernization has generated contradictory sentiments in the&sottiety.
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one handthe official ideology of progress and the phenomenal increase in material wealth foster
ambition and satisfy desires. On the other hand, memories of the past inspire a longing for a time
and a space that is socially equal and economieghyitarian. In Factory 798, imagination and
embellishment assuage anxieties about the present. Rather than creating a resemblance of
historicity, this nostalgic atmosphere, when alleviating the identity crisis that the Chinese people
have experienced win the rapid transformation of society and supplementing their loss of
memory and vocabulary, creates some new historical imaginations; it simultaneously
accomplishes, as Dai Jinhua so eloquently ipua representation of consumerism as well as a
consimerism of representatiofil®)

As the embodiment of socialist history, Factory 798 seems to be-&eugi@hnhated
mediumfor nostalgia as it brings in both temporal and spatial dimensions. The factory marks an
ideologized period of history through a ralnt articulation of the textual, visual, and
architectural signs; it literally opens a material and psychological OhomespaceO for the homesick
to remember, if not fetishize, the past. The promoted characteristics of theRbstaty as the
modernist Bauhas style[12] the New York SoHo lifestyle, the pestdustrial cosmopolitan art
enclavéN undoubtedly highlight the OglobalO signifiers of the space, and therefore position
Chinese nostalgia within a transnational cultural context. The factory overflowhigtibhnical
and ideological symbols, like seceddgree kitsch. This excess of visual and material signs
leaves us with what Frenamthropologist Marc AugZ defines asanplace[13] AugZ
considers a space that cannot be Odefined as relational, Histodicancerned with identityO as
a nonplace, a world in which Otransit points and temporary abodes are proliferating® and a world
Osurrendered to [...] tHeeting, the temporary and ephemeral [[14DFactory 798 is a unique
type ofnonplace a palmpsest on which layers of historical coatings are accumulated and
reorganized. Fed with an excess of history, the factory manages to turn individual identity,
historical reference, or any sense of belonging associatedheiispace into consumption of
nostalgia.

Zhang Xudong defineShanghai Nostalgias one of the zeitgeists that emerged in the
1990s when consumerism began to floufishl. Shanghai Nostalgialealizes the metropolitan
grandeur and bourgeois modernity of Shanghai in thegrmlist eraand disavows the history
of socialist China. As a matter of faBfhanghai Nostalgiaan be understood as a form of ©pre
socialist melancholiaO that fails to acknowledge the very existence of a socialist history in China
and painstakingly enables the palib imagine a history and present of Shanghai that is
untouched by communism and the socialist nasiiae[16] This particular form of nostalgia
assists the city of Shanghai inegmbracing the global capitalism and frearket ideology in the
presenby retrieving the past glory, which was embedded in the colonial system, the old global
system.

Factory 798 promotes nostalgia of the opposite kind. After years of societal silence about
the Cultural Revolution and the stateOs efforts at the Othoroagjbm@gf that traumatic
period, the remembrance of the revolutionary history of the nataie and the return tdongse
jingdian (Red Classics) came into being in the 1990s. In Factory 798, reproduction of the ORed
ClassicsO is also developed into tifahe OSocialist Classics.O With the aid of the overflow of
signs, art works that represent socialist artifacts and even the cult of Mao as a dedication to the
evocation of the socialist past seem to fill the factory and emerge continuously.

For instancein 2003, the galleries 798 Space and Dayaolu Workshop held an exhibition
for 50 Chinese and German sculptors tifesbshou Yousho(Left Hand, Right Hand). The
centralpiece of the exhibition was the enormous statue of OMaoOs Right Arm,O made by Sui
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Jianguo[17] This supersized piece immediately became the most prominent signifier in the

factory space evoking the image of the famous sculpture of Mao standing and waving his right
hand. While the mold of the sculpture is actually based on the right aha aftist,

remembrance Ooverkills.O Just as metonymy exploits contiguity between the artistOs and MaoOs
right arm, metaphor links MaoOs right arm to the implication of MaoOs waving, and to the Maoist
mass mobilizations and politicehmpaigns of the 19501960s, and 1970%8] While this

enormous right arm reminds people of the socialist past, as the one and only Obody piece,O it also
suggests a sense of lack and lossydatkes an acknowledgment of the breakdown of the

Oultimate icon of communisrfi,@] and thepublic disenchantment with what the icon once stood

for: the totalizing ideological discourse of truth and history has become an illusion.

As early as 1997, Sui Jianguo, the artist who made OMaoOs Right Arm,O set up his studio in
Factory 798 andtaged one piece of his sculpture seieBo(Legacy Mantle). The piece soon
became a signature sculpture [Figure 1]. The huge -lasdyheadess, fiberglass OMao JacketO
with surface corrosion acknowledged thisappearancef the Maoist era; it involanot so
much asense of Opsychic fragmentation and social alienation as spiritually wouf@goa
preconditioned sense of relief and indifference since nothing metaphysical is left for viewers to
struggle against. The empty shell of the OMao Jackisb allegorizes the empty shell of the
factory space, aon-placethat can be comfortably made into a monumentsiteaof nostalgia
with no (real) human subjects.

Other art works presented in Factory 798 also take advantage of the previously ubiquito
ideological signifiers as if an evarcreasing proliferation of the high socialist signs can satisfy
the desire governed by the absence of MaoOs era. These works include Chen WenlingOs sculpture
seriesHongse jiyi(Red Memory), Yang TaoOs paintingegYiangban yundon¢viodel
Movements), Gao brothersO sculpture / photography Me@esiaocjie(Miss Mao), and Hui
RuiOs installatioMlaozhuxi wanyuagfChairman Mao, 10,000 Yuan). These works provide us
with a form of OnostalgicO representation that sisktishization of the past as artists and
spectators grow increasingly reluctant to face the socialist history of China with critical depth,
and instead rely oreminiscence triggered by visual itef24] If Shanghai Nostalgianxiously
looks back to a diant past to displace the history of Chinese socialism, some of the nostalgic
projects presented in Factory 798 encourage one to look back at propagandistic materials and
ideological signs, and celebrate the recurring act of Olooking back.O It proties piaaticular
past has gone and what is left for us to do is the harmless consumption of the symbolic value of
socialist retro artifacts and the cult of Mao.

This paper examines Dai GuangyuOs performance piec&titldah(Incontinence),
performed inone of the signature buildings in Factory 798 in 2005. The piece, by presenting the
physical, visual, and metaphorical connotation of an incontinent body, tackles the question of
postsocialist nostalgia, since a particular socialist history has beeateelhecompressed and
resignified within this specific space.
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[Figure 1 Sui Jiangudi Bo(Legacy Mantle), 1997, painted fiberglass]

The Incontinent, and the Loss of Prohibition

In 2005, at the Beijing Tokyo Art Projects (B.T.AWPAn exhibition galley founded in
2002 by Yukihito Tabata at Factory 798, a performance artist, Dai Guangyu, hung himself on a
structural beam of the building, OfloatingO or Obeing suspendedO as paraplegic in the middle of
the factory hall, about 60 inches above the groursifate was painted all white, and he held a
rooster in his arms. Sticking a childrenOs toy whistle in his mouth, he occasionally blew into it
and made some painful whistike noises. Right under his hanging body was a spittoon. Inside
his pants, a devicwas placed close to his crotch and it spread ink arhythmically and
nondirectionally. Some of the ink dropped in the spittoon and some of it missed the container
and blackened the floor. Above his head, the once most popular Maoist slogan in huge and red
characters was inscribed on the wiglho zhuxi shi women xinzhong de hongtaiy@igairman
Mao is the Red Sun in Our Hearts). But the artist might not be able to pay much attention to the
slogan, since the black liquid, in extreme contrast to his whitied continued to leak from
his pants and he was in a state of, as the title of this piece suieslis(Incontinence) [figure
2].

[Figure 2, Dai Guangywhi Jin(Incontinence), 2005, performance]

The primary medium in Dai GuangyuOs performantisShuimo(water and ink), the
medium of traditional Chinese painting and calligraphy. Instead of applying water and ink to
paper or silk, however, Dai Guangyu uses his body to OinterveneO between the page and the
pigment. His imagination gesturesMard the traces left behind by this interference. His work
echoes and yet diverges from Chinese literati visual culture, which was achieved primarily by
indexical modes of signification.

According to David ClarkeOs analysis, Chinese traditional aitybarty painting and
calligraphy, foregrounds the indexical signs that are suppresseecarglasized in European
mimetic painting. Chinese calligraphy, for example, exposes and emphasizes brushstrokes as the
traces of the artistOs endeavors and irfjeetartistOs being into the indexical m§2k$.In other
words, the very core of representation of a (Chinese) body in traditional art is not purely or
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primarily based on mimesis, but is a process of transformation, through which the formlessness
or formdity of the body deals with a transformational coexistence of the mind, and the body, the
spirit, and the matter.

Dai GuangyuOs performance certainly involves indexical and metonymic modes of
representation, as any performance does. But unlike in caligravhere legible marks capture
the threedimensional sequence of an artistOs movements and enable viewers to infer these
patterns from the artistOs tdimensional brush strokes, Dai GuangyuOs work on-asadknk
intentionally creates illegible chada/aterandink leaks out of his body, like bodily waste. This
scattering of the substance of expression eradicates all possible indexical or iconic
representations, failing to construct a proper, controlled social body. Interestingly, in an
interview, Dai Guangyu explainethat his art dealwith the problem of cultural
continuation[23] and his performance dficontinenceemphasizes nocturnal emission, another
form of bodily failure. How does his performance convéys concept? How does the ron
procreativeand norproductive liquid leak illuminate the concept of cultural continuation? To
start, one might say that the term (continuation), in Dai GuangyuOs usage, registers a heightened
sense of sincerity as well as irony.

In Incontinence Dai GuangyuQOs bothiled dramatically. His uncontrolled emissions
emanated from a body suspended in Factory 798 beneath a deliberately preserved Maoist slogan
emphasizing leadership and order. His body was caught between a transitory pleasure and an
enduring humiliation, ashimplicated a problematic continuation that was literally out of control
and out of order. The suspended and leaking body emphasized an epitome of contradiction. It
hinted at the rigidity of history and memory, but also suggested the possibility ofudialog
between past and presRtistory remade in the anachronistic space. The performance became
what WalterBenjamin termed, Oa forever incomplete and imperfectO al[@gdtydesignated
a distance from its origin and rejected the illusion of and noatfdgia wholenessf tistory.

The allegorical bodpfreezes the shocked face of history in memorable {@%hadd yet its
enactment captures an experience that is inaccessible to either a stage of realization and
transcendence, or a-dentextualized simlacrum of history. Indeed, this body signifies a huge
embarrassment and hindrance in tios-placeof nostalgic historsremaking.

The termincontinencas composed of different concepts and layers of meaning. In
AristotleOs ethics, incontinence involgesnething akin takrasia(weakness of will). Being
construed as the loss or lack of smhtrol with moral implications, incontinence is Oconcerned
with that which is in excess of the state characteristic of most men; for the continent man abides
by his resolutions more and the incontinent man less than most mef26aim€ontinence leads
to irrationality and violates rational judgment of what is good, that is, moral. The incontinent
person is the one who acts against his chquogh@iresig, namely his rational desire that arises
from reason and deliberation. In Thomas AquinasOs view, the incontinent, out of passion, deems
prohibited acts as good and enjoys the Otransitory viceO without recognizing that certain
pleasures should not lparsued27]

These philosophical analyses of good and evil, rational and irrational, carefully connect
shame to passion and avoid the physical and erotic dimension of¢h#éezbincontinent
pleasure. Thus, incontinence is coded as intemperate and attributed tvalg Gunwise and
weak man.O Here incontinence certainly has sexual connotations, particukgfidyence to the
inappropriateand uncontrolled promiscuity that could undermine social morality and cause
public health problems. While female sexual ingoenice, the loss of female chastity, is
associated with soci@continencg28] male sexual incontinence and GoutontrolnessO is
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naturally and inevitably interpreted as biologically driven and appropriated into the Omale sexual
drive discourse,O a durse by which a highly genddifferentiated cultural norm of
heterosexual sex amdlationship can be legitimat¢2i9]

Then we can move the term into its most uncomfortable catdgncpntinence in regard
to bodily waste and fluids, and to the modbody in danger of becoming a humoral and
unreliable one. The connection between the physically experienced body and its social and
discursive realization cannot be overlooked. This bodily dysfunction, as Gail Kern Paster sees it,
has also been bounded w#bcial and cultural anxieties imposed upon (gendered) problematic
behaviors in theocial formations of capitalisf30] Incontinence emasculates men and places
them closer to the feminine state, to a threat of castration and sexual impotence, anditggbecom
the yielding body with no determinate borders. The incontinent women are, on the other hand,
the Oleaky vessels,O the ludicrous Bakhtinian grotesque, as they fail to remain in the social role in
which they should only urinate privately. The corporeaste of the female body presents, in
Julia KristevaOs view, Othébetween,O Othe ambiguous,O and Othe objective frailty of symbolic
order.(B1]

The two Chinese characte&hiandJin (incontinence), are deliberately chosen to title the
performanceSH Jin, besides carrying all the above connotations, can also be understood as
Olosing prohibitionO in the literal sense. This loss of prohibition is palpably associated with the
fact that, since the marketiented economy replaced the centrgllgnned sgtem, the former
omnipresent state has retreated from some economic and political arenas. The socialist ideology
that once justified communist transcendence has been abandoned or reinterpreted. The ruling
ideology, as Geremie BarmZ argues, Ohas gone lhadugnsmogrification [],.absorbing both
communist andapitalist ideas[@2] The transitional period of the 1990s, accompanied by the
loss of Othe taboo and the prohibition,O was also the societyOs anxiety about the Oloss of the
sacred and safe,O migipropelled by the economic and political uncertainty, the soaring social
inequality and bureaucratic corruption, and the Tiananmen Square crackdown. What emerged as
a response was, as Barmimistakably terms it, Ototalitarian nostalgia,O an ambivalesdton
toward a OyearnddrO Maoist past that ostensibly promised social harmony and utopian
perfection. Totalitarian nostalgia expressed longing for national security and pride provided
during the more totalitarian Maoist era. This type of nostalgmexpected as Oa language of
denunciatiorthat offered simple solutions tmmplex problems[@8]

When examining the ways in which a touch of nostalgia affected the society of the former
Soviet Union in the 1990s, Svetlana Boym detects the complemanttenplay between two
forms of nostalgil utopianandironic. Whereas utopian nostalgia is reconstructive and
totalizing, stressing Othe first root of the warastoshome),0 and emphasizing Othe return to
that mythical place on the island of utopia whitve Ogreater patriaO has to be rebuilt,O ironic
nostalgia is something inconclusive and fragmentary, which Oputs the emplzdgia, on
longing, andacknowledges the displacement of the mythical without trying to rebuflg. o

Dai Guangyu(Jscontlnmcestrateg|Cally represents both forms of nostalgia. The sense of
Oironic nostalgiaO is easier to perceive. On the one hand, the artist performed the piece in a
former stateun factory, originally conceived as an element of the future communist utapa an
model of manufacturing efficiency. The factory served the socialist narrative that lauded a
proletarian collective consciousness and promoted an ideal of nationalist industrialization. All of
these ideas were encapsulated in the slogan painted @actbeyfwall and in the structure of the
building itself. During the 1950s and 1960s, the heyday of Factory 798, an architectural aesthetic
of utilitarian and functionalist logic dominated industry and exchange. Factories such as 798
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served as the materimlundation of a labor collective and the center of an egalitarian way of life,
and it also operated as setintained communities for urban workers and their families,
struggling together to construct the utopian vision of socialisimdontinencethe atistOs

gyrating body with the problematic function and implication precisely signifies what was lost. It
signifies the absence of the collective, the collapse of the aestheticized milieu ofkbesyand

the disappearance pface that once integratéte, art, and productiofB85]

On the other hand, the dribbling dark fluids and hanging corporeal shell create a haunting
visual effect of violence and displacement. The ghostly hung man resembles the tragic Osuicide
hanging,O a personOs final gestudisobedience against a miscarriage of justice in the
Confucian system. Similar forms of extreme violence against the self, as a reaction to and an
escape fronmopelessness, reportedly occurred often during the Cultural RevdB@iphhat
sense of displagnent derived from the performance acknowledges the unredeemable pain and
humiliation from the past; it also reveals that the nostalgic search for a secgreamnded
homespace can be nothing but a futile gesture, and the nostalgic attitude towastl dioepaot
reflect OcontinuationO as it does a predetermined OdiscontinuationO of that secure past. It is fair to
argue that the Obrutal®O commemoration creates a dialogical tension and contradiction with the
commemoration of the brutality in the past, @eaforms gerceivednourning and melancholia
for the impossibility of return.

The whitened face is also deliberately useth@ontinence This OmaskedO face, which
conceals the real identity of the performer, is Dai GuangyuOs trademark personaaged has
repeatedly employed in a number of performances, su¥ldakan dianyingBe Lost) in
1999[37] Shanshu(Picturesque Landscape) in 2006, afzhiji yu yizhi siqu de tuzi duihua shi
kunnan d€lt is Difficult to Make a Dialogue between a Roosted anDead Rabbit) in 2007.

The disguised and oweepeated representation of Othe faceO can be attributable to what Zhu Qi
characterizes as an important allegorical feature of contemporary Chinese visw@ahaly, the
de-individualizationof the individwal.[38] This abstract spectacularization of the self conceals

any unequivocal idiosyncratic expression; it fashions the self as a Ospectacle of the collective,O
and as Oallured by thet of searching for and ridiculing the collective spii@pAs the vsual
subjects are made to splurge on the recurring and identical expression and establish a self as the
collective spectacle, their affect and memories are excessively emptied out and only the bodily
husks are reserved to Omake scenes.O Invaded by ksavehoature of symbolization, any
individual identity is made to represent the collective everyman, and yet, the decontextualization
of the visual symbolization #he same time violates the arbitrary and totalizing order between
signifier and signified.

Using his recurring disguised and whitened face to OunfeelinglyO and OexpressionlesslyO
encounter various forms of social and performative circumstances, Dai GuangyuOs
spectacularization of the collectivized self, which nevertheless remains afteg @esin
prohibition,O also tackles the tension between the individual and the collective. While his
nonchalant appearance illustrates a physical and psychological separation from and expulsion of
the Maoist cult and sign, the OabjectO with the aura ofttmeyif borrowing KristevaOs term,
OpermeatesO the subject and brings about the realization of the subject ssralaghya part of
the Oabject4D] and always as an ordinary product out of mamgontinencebdrings in a loss of
and an uncanny nostgd for the wholeness.

A Surplus of Nostalgia, and a Failure of Transcendence
Being inevitably inauthentic, nostalgia is a strategic and selective recollection of the past; it
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lingers on the lost past and acts as, in James HartOs account, Othetlse etsait protention
of the future.{31] HartOs article on the phenomenology of nostalgia carefully looks into how
nostalgia functions in relation to our perceived temporality. He writes:
Various themes of nostalgic reveries suggest that the presam isiincluded in the
nostalgic past. Where we were in the golden time of nostalgia was a home for us not
unlike the home of which we are now in search. But as an explicit remembering of the past
actual home would only reveal a prosaic reality fJgoexplication of the everyday
expectation of the present future would not reveal the golden qualities of thefboped
future (Hart, 408).

In HartOs view, the here and the now of the preser@mbering slips into the memory world

in which the futurgin the remembered past) was not yet determined. Then, from the standpoint
of theremembering,lthe future provided by the memory Oappears determined up to the very
moment of the present remembering.O This trick of temporality invoked by nostalgis areate
pattern of being, by which the past, with the newly given intentionality, can bridge and
comprehend thpresentfuture[42]

Here, one form o$ocialist nostalgiaconstructed in the form of retelling personal stories
known assu ku(speaking bitterrgs), can be taken as an illuminating example of this functional
nostalgia. This retelling and reorganizing of personal memaories present an expression of
discontent against the most recent version of modernity in the PRC thatdsfie nostalgic
subjecs anddisavows their historical identiti¢43] Lisa RofelOs ethnographic study that
interrogates the teleological discourse of modernity in the PRC shows that the old Chinese
women workers in the increasingly marginalized stateed factories draw on Safist
nostalgia, the dominant mode of which Oendeavors to capture a protected and pure essence of
socialism that precedes the histonjtsfdegradation[@4] Their nostalgic memorization not
only reconstructs a historical narrative of the past in wiielg tvere once the heroes of the
Maoist state, but also provides an alternative socialist history and implicit social commentary on
the postsocialist vision of modernity. This strategic recollection and representation of the past
facilitates the subject toreate both a contested terrain in which to review the gendered and
ideologized identity in theocialist past, and Oa certdistance between themselves [...] and the
postMao state.[@5] In other words, this type of nostalgia takes part in lived expegi harks
back to the historical trajectory from the past to the present and to the future, and expresses the
attempt to diverge from teleologicalbharged paths of progress, which, in this case, is ChinaOs
modernization. In reconstructing the individltemporality ofremembering,lthese old women
workers, or, the marginalized nostalgic subjects, imagine and value their future in a more critical
way, and gradually develop a new form of collective identity and consciobsivestead of
thinking of themskves as mere wage earners, these workers still preserve certain commitment
and pride in contributing themselves to the workplace, which is also their home.

Unfortunately, nostalgia, particularly with the economy of nostalgia in the postmodern age,
has ale become a surplus; it is overdosed with signification and memorization of history. The
resignifying productivity based on the continuously melancholy fascination with displacement
inherently results in the surplus consumption and investment of the sigange value of
individual and cultural memory. The phenomenological experience of nostalgia and its multiple
temporalities is easily and entertainingly added with a postmodern touch. Through the
consumption of nostalgia, the irretrievable past is madepear at the present and then to
disappear into the future, adiatory effectby which we find and accept that the imagined past
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can go perfectly hand in hand with the imagined future. To put it in another way, the desire for a
moment of transcendentenow subordinated to signs. Jean Baudrillard predicts the end of
critical reflection and transcendence in the postmodern world of consumption and simulation:
Othere is no transcendence any more, not even the fetishistic transcendence of the commodity.
Thereis now only immanence ithe order of signs[@B] In this order of signs, nostalgia replaces
history and Oassumes its fukaning,{27] and transcendence, or, thecled postmodern
transcendence, promises nothing but makes an ephemeral andt lspéatacle. As a result,

another form of socialist nostalgia, the postmodern one, takes more pleasure in diving into the
semiotic matrix of the socialist history, and it also, as Susan Stewart notes in her book on the
problematic relations between livedperienceand narrative of longing, Oreproduces itself as a
felt lack.®48] This type of nostalgia exploits the slippage between the nostalgic narrative and the
lived experience, which is manifested as the sign in crisis in the representational pradtase, a

the gap between signifier and signified that Derede others have termed the Omyth of

presence in Western metaphysips0The original loss, the signified or the referent, is less
attractive than the desire for what is lost, a desire thatyssoistainable by dwelling in a self
sufficient sigamaking machine and separating the loss and its substitute presiribe(s)

signifier. This is where we can see that nostalgia flourishes precisely ascribable to the
segregation of history and its consuneabérrative, and, as Stewart argues, that the Onostalgic
dreams of a moment before knowledge andaiisciousness that itself lives on only in

the selfconsciousness of the nostalgic narratifEANnd, the particular form of socialist

nostalgia, fromhis perspective, should be understood as a longing narrative structured by the
ideological closure on the meaning of social[&], from which a real amnesibor, a real

lossN of the past that indulges our excessive interpretation and parade of the partstaty

can come into being. To my understanding, a desire for a moment of transcesfdéece

existent and presenttiserefore provided by, and expected from this postmodern socialist
nostalgia, with a Odistinctiopian face [62]

When we returna Dai GuangyuQscontinenceat this point, we can interestingly find the
ways in which Oincontinence,O no matter whether it is conceptualized as morally weak or
physically degenerated, constitutes an ambiguous and profane state that is precisely enpossibl
for transcendence. For instance, confronting the-prellected, readjor-nostalgia textual ruins
of the painted Maoist slogan, which can be a perfect spot on which nostalgia dwells and redeems
an idealized past in the trendy mode of cultural consumpti@ performing body is made to,
metaphorically and literally, dribble away the ink and disarray its visible traces. Those black and
messy (bodily) traces, which are potentially indexical signs referable to text or inscription of
certain gestures acknosdge a discontinuity between the given historicity and the individual
endeavor to fetishize and transcend that given, and between the referenced signification and its
resignification[53]

Holding and talking with a rooster has been a recurring settibgiiGuangyuOs
performance series. He enjoys using the somewhat strange action of interacting with an animal to
mimic Joseph BeuysOs similar actiorlaw to Explain Paintings to a Dead Haf#965). In the
performance presented at the Schmela Gallery ss&i§orf, BeuysOs head was coated in a
mixture of honey and gold leaf, indicating a potential in alchemical transformation. He spent
three hours in a OconversationO with a dead hare, since Oeven a dead animal preserves more
powers of intuition
than some hman beings with their stupid rationalit{s@) In the enigmatical and poetic
explanation of his artistic principles to the dead hare, Beuys endowed his art with a strong sense
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of idiosyncratic charisma, legitimacy, and myth, as though he and only hencanédje to
OdivineO art into its ontological and essential realm, so that certain human existence and its
possibility of transcendence could be mystically revealed. Fat, felt, Natheyprimary mediums
of BeuysOs a&dtunquestionably reaffirm his idea thatkeeything is in a state of change; they
symbolize the alchemical transmutation as well as promise of a Smiiéljal, and spatio
temporaltranscendence. Urszula Szulakowska astutely points out that BEay&bsir (1963)
implies Ohistory is no morelmiantial than myth, [and] redemption is possible through the
imaginationalone.®5] Intentionally imitating and mocking the transcendental confidence
embedded in BeuysOs act that is preoccupied with occult and unspeakable experiences, Dai
Guangyu, the master held against his hung body, and the annoying whistle sound, only
constructs an unspiritual, copgatlike performative composition Oin bad taste.O One can also
argue that the unsuccessful aesthetic autonomy and sublimity subtly plagsspétictemporal
lumpat which one cannot be channeled throughout different stages of the Oadvent of being.O

In this sensdncontinencealso distinguishes itself from many other contemporary
performance pieces in China that seek to create a link between tramaseadéd actions that
entail terror and violence, a link that reflects the classical Kantian idea and formation of the
sublime. Since the 1990s, a number of documentary photographs of contemporary Chinese
performance art have shown the artistsO brutatieeanf their own performing bodigshe
male bodies in particular. Bhier Pingfangm{12 Square Meters, 1994), for instance, the artist
Zhang Huan covered his naked body in fish oil and honey, and sat in afitedgbublic toilet,
attracting flies. Yang Zhichao, another performance artist, invited people to plant grass in his
back or brand higovernment ID number on the bofb6] In a performance titledhu (Casting,
in 2004, the artist He Yunchang cast himself within a cement block and stayeceifaith24
hours. The internationally notorious Ovoluntary andis#ittedO enactment of pain and
suffering of the (male) body through performance has become a contentious issue at levels of
social and scholarly inquiry.

In Gao MingluQOs view, theseistg, by using the body to pursue the emotional and physical
capabilities of endurance, show their belief in and commitment to human dignity in the most
unbearable socipolitical environment, namely, the new wave of political conservatism and the
boom ofconsumer society in the pes®89 erg57] Lesley Sanderson, from Oa westernerOs point
of view,0 comments on these pieces from another direction and criticizes this mode of cruel
embodiment as Oa motif and another way of classifying, othering, and @xptic&body.[58]

But both of the reviews note how the artists understand the act-tdrgeiing the body as a

path toward sublimity and transcendence, and as a way in which the spectators might OsutureO
their aesthetic and cognitive abilities to OfiatkO themselves in the sepaitical chaos and

thus be liberated along with the artists. To my understanding, the above performative
presentations of the male body, while criticizing the brutality of political repression and
ideological zeal in the Mast era, as well as commenting on the public disillusionment and
skepticism in the post989 everyday life in the PRC, explicitly insist upon the-selftained

qualities of the work of art, and try the very best to approach the sense of grandeur and
magnficence through OsuperO masculine physicality and aestheticized magnitude. This longing
for sublimity and martyrdom, given their sources in terror, pain, and power, ironically echoes or
mirrors the positivist and revolutionary romanticism demonstratedcialsst realism.

In contrast to such performative sublimity, Dai Guangynéstinenceshowcases a
disappointing and emasculating image of bodily endurance, a phenomenologically constructed
Operception of the end of the ideal,0 and Ofailure of tramsced Also, while some
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performance artists emphasize dialogue between the social and historical determinants of site and
the art work withinJncontinencealong with its sense of argublimity, expresses a mocking
attitude toward the overexploited sgpecificity, as the prexisting spatial and architectural
signifiers of Factory 798 have been immodestly used to produce skanddepresentations of
the real. Opposed tieux de mZmoirésites/places of memory), in which traces of memory can
be physially crystallized or Otaken refuge in gestures and habits, in skills passed down by
unspoken traditions, in the bodyfierent selknowledge [...],{59] Factory 798, a site of
nostalgia, does not necessarily entail the exercise of memory and bodyébs seter
knowledge, or Otake root in the concrete.O Rather, such a site works with an overabundance of
signification that continues to be evocative and to connote more than it can possibly do.

It is precisely through this form of visualization of plendiéthat the site of nostalgh
Factory 798! might evoke an imagined and semiotic wholeness that would not be lost because it
never existed. As this hung and -@itcontrol body stubbornly lingers between past and present,
it makes an empty gesture to Oces®its lack of lived experience since it is a pure spectacle, a
sign contributing to the nostalgic sense of a real loss imtmplace In a way, the piece
suggests the problem of OlackingO and OleakingO identities in this particular space. ft$oth adm
the hunger for roots that are fundamental to our deepest identity, and is vigilant about the way in
which it can be turned into a retro visual effect for consumption of the socialist past, just like the
magnified OMaoOs Right ArmO or OMao Jacketi®dtate of incontinentkthat is against the
very longing for retrieving the uncatchable eminence of the past and turns what was lost into a
restorative, idealizing image of plenitideve find the new definition of nostalgia.
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39.
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Karon Morono KangOs Olntroduction: A New VocabularyReiftections on Art, Architecture, and Society in

China: Beijing 798.

[5] In the 11h municipal FiveYearPlan, the Beijing Municipal Government states that OCultural Creative IndustryOQ

is one of the future pillandustries of Beijing, and the government will Ogive priority to the development of six

major cultural creative industries.O See the official websif@®Beijing Municipal Bureau of Commerce
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Culture in the Global City: Spatial Practices and Symbolic Boundaries of Contemporary Art in BeijingO (2008).
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Notion of Postsocialism.O Emphasizing the importaneetoflly existing scialism Arif DirlikOs theorization of
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reconceptualized into the context of global capitalist modernity in a strategic way. He underssaredsstl

socialism as postsocialism, which responds to the experience of capitalism yet still possesses the capabilities to
overcome the deficiencies of capitalist development. See Arif Dirlik, OPostsocialism? Reflections on Socialism with
Chinese Charaetistics.O

[8] See Anders Stephanson, ORegarding Postmod&riisBonversation with Fredric Jameson,O[8RCeleste
OlalquiagaMegalopolis Contemporary Cultural Sensibilities.[10] Ibid. [11] See Dai Jinhua, Olmagined

Nostalgia,O iPostmodernism & @ina,211.

[12] It is important to point out that both Walter Gropius and the Bauhaus head Erich Mendelsohn insisted on an
architectural vocabulary that would, despite advocating mass production and an understanding of the Omachine age,O
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espoused by some of their contemporaries. In this sense, the functionalist style reflected in Factory 798 is not quite
the same as the factory aestbeti the Bauhaus school. See Jenny LinOs working paper entitled O798 and the
Construction of a Contemporary Chinese Art.O

[13] See Marc AugNon-places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodertiy writes: OIf a place can be
defined as relationahistorical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined accordingly will
be a nomplace. The hypothesis advanced here is that supermodernity produgaaces) meaning spaces which

are not themselves anthropological places andiwhig do not integrate the earlier places: instead these are listed,
classified, promoted to the status of Oplaces of memory,0 and assigned to a circumscribed and specific-position (77
78).0

[14] Ibid.

[15] Shanghai Nostalgieas a collection of coloniaémains, is reflected through a series of literature and cultural
works coming out of 1990s. By relocating and reinventing its pasghéaghai Nostalgighe city of Shanghai
successfully places itself on the national as well as the transnationatmla®iee Zhang XudongOs OShanghai
Nostalgia: Postrevolutionary Allegories in Wang AnyiOs Literary Production in the 1990s.0 Also see Lu HanchaoOs
ONostalgia for the Future: The Resurgence of an Alienated Culture in China.O

[16] Also see Zhang XudongOs OghanNostalgia,O 36BL7] Sui Jianguo is professor and head of the Department

of Sculpture in Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing.

[18] Feng Boyi, the curator of the exhibition, considers that the exhibition aimed at, by investigating and
reinterpreting Hongse Jiy{Red Memory) from a different perspective, searching for a new momentum alternative to
the hegemonic globalization. See FengOs OHongse de jiyi yu xiangxiangO (The Red Memories and Imaginations).
[19] See Geremie BarmZ&sade of Mao: The Ptmimous Cult of the Great Leadd9.

[20] In his essay, Terry Eagleton examines the difference between modernism and postmodernism regarding
presence and absence of the subject. He argues that while modernists still search for meaning and get caught up in
feelings of alienation and satbntradiction, the postmodernists find the sense of struggle has vanished, for Othere is
no longer any subject to be alienate.O See Terry EagletonOs OCapitalism, Modernism, and Postmodernism,0 70.
[21] Some of these indivithls experienced turbulence and trauma during the socialist era. Also see Francesca Dal
Lago, OPersonal Mao: Reshaping an Icon in Contemporary Chin8s€Hirtese Political and Cultural Leader Mao
Zedong.O (only as reference)

[22] See David Clarke@onidty and Indexicality: The Body in Chinese A#3] SeeA Dialogue between Gao

Minglu and Dai Guangyua special contribution tarts.tom.com[24] See Benjamin, OOn Allegory and

Trauerspiel,O 45.

[25] Here | borrow Azade SeyhanOs intriguing argument fiisrdiscussion on the difference between allegory and
symbol. See SeyhanOs OAllegories of History: The Politics of Representation in Walter Benjimangaind

Ideology in Modern/Postmodern Discourse.

[26] SeeNicomachean Ethic®25. Also see BurnyeatOAristotle on Learning to Be GoodQuiiistotleOs Ethics:

Critical Essays.

[27] The term, Otransitory vice,O is borrowed from Bonnie KentOs OTransitory Vice: Thomas Aquinas on
Incontinence.O

[28] The insistence on female chastity can be understoodaagea koncern with sexual discipline. In her research

on female victimization and female agency exemplified in Jacobean drama, Karen Bamford examines the discourse
of chastity that dictates the representation of women on the early modern stage. ShihargDbsstorians have
observed a heightened emphasis on sexual morality from the middle of the sixteenth century,O by which the sexually
Ounruly,0 OleakyO women were seen as OunchasteO women. See Bamédidkence on the Jacobean Stage.

[29] See Wendy Hollway, OGender Differences and the Production of Subject{i@é].SeeThe Body

Embarrassed: Drama and the Disciplines of Shame in Early Modern EngRitidSee Kristeva, OFrom Filth to
Defilement,O ifPowers of Horror 70.[32] See Geremie Barri¥s OTotalitarian Nostalgimhe Red: On

Contemporary Chinese Culturg28.[33] Ibid, 317.[34] See Svetlana BoymOsmmon Places: Mythologies of

Everyday Life in Russj@845. [35] See Karen A. McCauleyOs OProduction Literature and the Industrial
Imagination.36] SeeViolence in China Essays in Culture and Countercultedit by Jonathan N. Lipmaf87]

This is a piece performed by Dai Guangyu and Liu Chengj@®j.See Zhu QiRBizhi Jingguan(Resisting
Spectacles)39] Ibid. [40] Kristeva, OApmaching AbjectionO iRowers of Horror 11.[41] James Hart, OToward a
Phenomenology of Nostalgia,O 4p&] Also see James HartOs OToward a Phenomenology of Nosjéhjisge
OSocialist NostalgiaO@ther Modernities: Gendered Yearnings in ChinaASocialism[44] Ibid, 136.[45] Ibid,

137.[46] See Baudrillard0e Consumer Society: Myths and Structut€e.

[47] Baudrillard writes: OWhen the real is no longer what it was, nostalgia assumes its full meaning. There is a
plethora of myths of orig and of signs of realifyf a plethora of truth, of secondary objectivity, and authenticity.O
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SeeSimulacra and Simulatiqré-7.

[48] Susan StewarOn Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Colle@B8 9]

Ibid, 17[50] Ibid, 23.[51] See OSocialist Nostalgia, 137.

[52] Here | borrow a sentence from StewartOs writing. The original sentence is O...Hostile to history and its invisible
origins, and yet longing for an impossibly pure context of lived experience at a plaggimf...] [N]ostalgia wears

a distinctly utopian face [...] that turns toward a [...] past which has only ideological reality,O 136.

[53] | am inspired by the postmodern sublime theorized by Donald Pease. See OSublime PdlitiesXingrican

Sublime Also see Dainotto) The Excremental Sublime: The Postmodern Literature of Blockage and Release.O

[54] See David Hopkins@dter Modern Art 1948200Q 90.[55] See Jacob Wamberg (edit & Alchemy 182.[56]

The first piece is titte@hongcagPlanting Gass), and the second one is titleb (Iron) [57] See Gao MingLuOs

The Wal) 176.[58] See LesleyOs OMale Body Fatigue,O 82.

[59] French historiographer Pierre Nora develops the concéiguafde mZmoirésites/places of memory) to

examine the ways in lich traces of memory can be physically crystallized and reconstituted to respond to the
disappearance of national memory in the modern world. He also recognizes the human body as one of the locations
of memory. The sites of memory could be OmaterialO eorated locations, OsymbolicO ceremonial and

ritualistic events, or Ofunctional,O such as associates and dictionaries. Although a number of scholars questioned the
noticeable history/memory dichotomy in NoraOs conceptualization, and the separation thetwasnand the

present (Roach, Taylor), and some argued that the ideurfde mZmoirapholds a melancholic and exclusionary
nostalgia for the unifying entity and coherent identity of the nattare (Legg), NoraOs theoretical approach should

be futher developed to understahidtory-makingas a project based on the mindful recollection and reconstruction

of the past. See Pierre NoraOs OBetween Memory and His®tyeux de MZmoif® 13. Also see Roach, ODeep

Skin: Reconstructing Congo Squar&a)lorOs OThe Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in

the Americas,O LeggOs OContesting and Surviving Memory: Space, Nation, and Ndstslgi@ix de MZmoif@

and CharlesworthOs OContesting Places of Memory: the Case of Auschwitz.O
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