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How can one address indigenous traditions when globalization, modernism and
progressivism constitute the only the dominant and legitimate ideologies? And how to
reinterpret myth in a scientific context? How to rebuild our enchanted relationship with
nature? “Auspicious Omens” the solo exhibition of Xiaojing Yan asks a number of
probing questions which are both globally relevant and crucial to artistic discourse in

China.

After we break through the knowledge systems embodied in specialized scientific
disciplines, scaling their fortresses and traversing their plains, crossing from ancient to
modern, we eventually meet that lone road that bridges the chasm between eastern and
western culture. Xiaojing Yan is a female artist based in Canada and brings both a female

and an international stance to the specificities of Chinese traditional culture.

In the exhibition, Yan uses different contemporary art media to create various

auspicious symbols, all originating in the realm of nature. In using the word “auspicious”

Wiy

we refer to the auspicious character “f@3¥” “furui” which was seen by the ancient

Chinese as representing Heaven'’s will in terms of the serendipitous and randomly
occurring natural phenomena which benefited mankind, (including rosy pink clouds,
the lingzhi mushroom, fantastical beasts and more). These random phenomena which
demonstrated Heaven’s will, are seen as praise from the immortals for human behaviors
which conform to the will of Heaven. The belief in natural phenomenon as the
manifestation of an anthropomorphic god (in daily religious practice) came under fire
in the 20th century with the advent of the scientific revolution. But with the recording of

frequencies of gravitational waves and the cracking of the genetic code, we are



beginning to see small particles which testify to the existence of the immortals; Al has
today passed the Turing Test and now mysteries beyond those of the natural universe
are one by one being brought to light. High-dimensional space-time, the mystery of
genetic code and the profundity and complexity of Al provide a series of new cognitive
lenses—new tools for understanding the world around us. We are still engaged in a
gradual process of understanding the world and in the same way that Copernicus’s
“heliocentric theory” was replaced by “M-Theory,” truth and fallacy always follow the
expansion and constant inversions of our cognitive parameters. All things which we
consider to be unshakable and true may, in fact, just be partial theories, mere steps in
our cognitive processes. If we look at all of the ancient documents washed up on the
banks of the river of time, pummeled by different regimes, cultures, faiths, migrations,
war and chaos, after they are separated off from time and space, the images which
appear on the surface, each and every one like a fragment, are testimonies to past
ideologies and ideas; revealing to us a different space-time which constitutes a
collective understanding of the world according to mankind, which existed at a

particular time and place.

Floating backward the long river of history to ancient times: we can see that the term
“xiangrui” #Hs comes from the theological tradition of the “Han Dynasty Doctrine”

implying interactions between the heavenly rulers and mankind and providing a

method for categorization and interpretation of the constituent elements of the

universe. “wan shi wan wu” J7ZE ¥ or “all the things and creatures under heave,” to

the concept of “yin and yang”, and the five elements (metal, wood, fire, water and earth).
The Taoist model of the universe was understood according to the principles of trigram:
Taichi generates two complementary forces, while the two complementary forces
generate eight trigrams and the eight trigrams correspond to the five elements, which
can be extended and applied to all things under heaven, mutually intertwined, woven

together to form a whole. It also corresponds to the “Najia method” which encompassed



the lunar eclipse, phases of the moon, the “shichen” (an increment of time consisting of
two hours predating western chronology) and the 24 solar terms (agricultural seasons
in the Chinese lunar calendar). This was a unification of space-time which is internal
and external, mutually redoubling and reinforcing, one which is continually moving and
transforming our topological relationship with the universe. North, South, East, West,
those four cardinal points, correspond to four mythical beasts: the Azure Dragon, Rose
Finch, White Tiger and Black Tortoise. At the same time, they also represent the 12
constellations roving across the sky, forming a taxonomical relationship which spans
astronomy and geography. The five elements correspond to internal organs in the
human body and the power and circulation of “qi”; they also correspond to different
kinds of animals, plants, minerals, “shicheng”, solar terms and “fengshui” (geomancy).
These layered and superimposing theories have been passed on to generations; the

most commonly applied being the system of traditional Chinese medicine.

These seemingly unrelated things mutually interact, using an internal or inherent
relationship of “xiang sheng xiang ke” ¥H*E#% meaning a “mutual enhancement and

inhibition enacted by various elements,” or to use another analogy, they establish an
intimate and interconnected standpoint. This can be used to interpret both the
observations of daily life, the accumulation of human understanding, and to build a
complete and all encompassing symbolic system for political rule. The movement of the
celestial bodies in the universe and the chance climatic events, the stability and chaos of
national politics, and people’s social and moral ethics constitute a series of
corresponding interpretive relationships. In this system, everything is intimately
related to space-time; people’s choices and free will lead to corresponding unfolding
phenomena in space-time. In the feudal dynasties, astronomy corresponded to the
emperor; if there was some kind of earthquake, drought or randomly-occurring natural
disaster it was because the emperor was morally corrupt; a political self-criticism

would need to be carried out, otherwise it could spell a folk uprising and a swift change



of dynasty. The emperor was the Son of Heaven, and the physical embodiment of the
natural laws. Achieving the lofty aspirations of the will of heaven was the foundation of

the theory of the “divine right of kings,” established by Dong Zhongshu in the Han
Dynasty. The saying “shun tian er xing” KT or to “follow the rule of heaven” has

become an escape route for the monarchy to evade the burden of the will of the people.
Operating according to the natural functions of natural laws means obeying the rule of
heaven and requires us to transcend our individual selves and our desires, to be at one

with heaven which is the prescribed path to becoming a fully-realized human being or a
saint. In this interpretive system, “xiangrui” %, comes to represent the randomness

of nature, something which creates the tendency for people to invoke these weak and

laudatory notions of auspiciousness.

Xiaojing Yan's works do not come from any real sense of inherent or natural serendipity
or cosmic logic, rather they posses an focused intentionality. In the studio, she is
constantly plotting, nurturing and manipulating; to use a common expression typically

used in Chinese historical writing about nature, she practices in the vein of “yi hua jie mu”
BIIEAK “stealthily grafting one twig onto another” The saying also has the double

meaning of “substituting one thing for another” which speaks to her transformation of

traditional subjects into contemporary forms.

In ancient times the lingzhi (a medicinal bracket fungus) were seen by the common

people as a kind of “magical herb” also known as a “triple-flowering herb” it “blooms” or

release spores three times a year. The poem “Mountain Ghost” {158 ) (from the

ancient book of poems “The Songs of the South” (% &#) by the poet Chu Yuan JEJR)

mentions “Picking ‘lingzhi’ in the mountains,” perhaps we can call it an investigation of

the mysteries of our own history, of antiquity. Myths and legends speak of the “lingzhi”



as a legendary potion of the immortals and it was thought to not only bring longevity,
but also aid in reviving the dead. The detonation of an atomic bomb, and the nuclear
power, and particulate matter released, produce a natural mushroom-like form, the
result of the billowing gas caused by the powerful explosion. There are certainly
similarities between the mushroom cloud and the spores of the “lingzhi” dispersing into
the air, and Cai Guoqiang’s series of explosion works also employed and explored this
idea. The cloud symbol even features prominently in the “ruyi” or scepter (used by
emperors to dispel evil spirits) along with the flying Apsara (Buddhist cloud spirit),

there are also images of “lingzhi,” clouds and other totemic symbols.

Yan's long-term method of cultivating “lingzhi” inserts into the work a sense of
self-replication or reproduction. She implants the seeds into wood pulp which is formed
into the shape of human figures, carefully nurturing the growth of the spores with
controlled temperature and humidity; the result is a bust of a female figure, an uncanny
fusion of nature and woman. This combination of human and flora, brings with it a
sense of dirt and dampness, like a spirit from some alternate “plant-rothormorphic”
realm. Only when it is quietly decaying can the human body become nourishment for
the “lingzhi,” mutually seeping into and transforming each other. We come from dirt, are
sustained by it and so we shall return. Yan's extraordinary life forms, half-human,
half-inanimate cause the viewer to enter into a kind of paradox of life and death, horror
and auspiciousness. Another “lingzhi” is encased in bronze, from the wall of the gallery it
meanders and infests yet though it possesses the transience of a wood sprite, it’s fixity
and its obligatory form become a product of its objectivity. The firmness and durability
of the bronze, introduce different formal and conceptual implications to the “lingzhi,”
causing material bifurcation, a divergence of names and appearances, a natural
organism becoming a symbolic marker, in the service of a psychological need an object
produced and created to serve a conceptual conviction. In essence, it becomes a

counterpoint to the randomness and serendipity of auspiciousness, to make the work



transcend the concept of auspiciousness.

Xiaojing Yan uses tens of thousands of pearls of different sizes suspended in air to
recreate the form of a cloud of vapour, which when viewed from different angles,
reorganizes itself as a cloud of smoke, defining the contours of something which seems
purely illusory. Water vapor, as part of a natural cycle will circulate in the atmosphere
according to temperature differences which causes it to condense. In ancient times, the
shape of clouds, color and placement all were linked to a deep moral symbolism. For
instance, pink rosy clouds, imperial canopy clouds, dragon-tiger-phoenix clouds, each
and every auspicious sign seems flanked by a seemingly unending bank of clouds and
gusts of propitious winds. In terms of this kind of heaven-sent fortuity, pictographs
(characters) and homophones formed part of a common set of image methodologies. In
the process of symbolizing astrology and “fengshui,” a linking of conceptual directives
and meaning occurs, which is different from the image and meaning in a conceptual
painting (in contemporary art); the connecting words and objects; achieving the same

goals through different means.

The ancient Taoist text “Xian Shu Yun Zhuan” presents the ancient’s observations on the
forms of the clouds which were compiled into annals as a means for humans to
communicate with the gods. Taoists believed that the clouds possessed different
attributes, but this sort of text relied upon both the abilities of men and deities in order
for it to be written and passed down to the mortal world. The particular nature of
dispersing water vapour particles is perfectly captured by this “quality of whiteness”
which forms the contours of this colorless odorless gas which naturally moves and
re-composes itself in different forms. We can say it is the most incohesive form, an entity
made of granules, most easily assuming the shape of smoke or gas. It is also the most

buoyant liquid when it exists in a completely different state. The Tao functions in a way

thatis “zi ran er ran” BfRMR meaning naturally or spontaneously. How can one



experience nature through the clouds, observing its proclivities towards the
serendipitous and the random, to determine the laws and the information encoded in
the universe, turning things inside out in search of one particular infinitesimal path of
existence; the ancient Taoists used this unique visualization method to interpret the

randomness of nature.

In the exhibition, Xiaojing Yan uses “lingzhi” and floating clouds, the solid and the
flowing, that which is human and that which is nature, to create a series of relationships
characterized by interior contradictions and connections. The exhibition also features a
series of works employing natural everyday materials, mixing history, folk beliefs and
science exploring the visual relationships, stimulating the perceptions, olfactory senses,
memories and various sensory organs of the viewer and conjuring up different
temporal models of the perception regarding space-time and the universe. The whole
exhibition employed a certain subtlety, nuance, and metaphorical visual methods
unique to the practice of a female artist; it is a tangled and complex investigation of the
relationships between energy and space-time, mathematics and dimensionality, science

and the “sacred”.
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