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All ArtIs Political: Writings on Performative Art

Inn this short collection of five texts by Sarah
Lowndes, four of which arc on single artists,
and one of which puts the musicians Mayo
Thompsor and Keith Rowe in conversation,
the Glasgow~based critic and academic fore-
grounds the process of making - of perform-
ing the role of the artist for the benefit of the
viewer —as an intrinsically social, and therefore
perhaps political, action.

Dieter Roth’s cataloguing of his life - as
diaries, instailations of his belongings and
detritus from everyday life, and the hours of
footage shot from a cory network in the artist’s
home and made available through various
videaworks - which Lowndes details in an essay
originally written in 2012, is the most obvious
examgple of her peint, Roth's work is about

Book from the Ground:
From Point to Point

by Xu Bing
MIT Press, £17.95/£24.95 {hardcover)

From Point to Point, part of Xu Bing’s wider project
Book from the Ground, is a 112-page novel depicting
24 hours in the life of an ordinary office worker,
Mr Black, from seven one morning to seven the
next, as he wakes, eats breakfast, goes to work,
meets fricnds, looks for love online and goes out
on adate. The book has punctuation marks, but
no text; in place of words there arc pictograms,
logos, illustrative signs and emoticons, all taken
from real symbols in use around the world. The
artist has coliated these over a period of seven
years and used them to devise a universal ideo-
graphiclanguage, in theory understandable

by anyone engaged with modern life,

Onone level Xu achieves his goal: it doesn’t
take too much effort for the reader - “interpreter
might be more appropriate - to decipher the
central character’s day. Mr Black decides what
shoes to wear (Lacoste, Adidas, Nike logos)
and what to have for lunch (McPonald’s arches,
illustration of a steaming steak/bowl of noodles/
sushi}. He becornes increasingly stressed {series
of anxious-face emoticons, each shedding an
increasing number of drops of swear) preparing
for a work presentation. There’s humour, too,
some of ivslightly odd and scatological, as when
Mr Black is straining on the toilet (coiled turd
with ared line through it, more sweat-shedding
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by Sarah Lowndes Luath Press, £9.99 (softcover)

‘recognised and coded patrerns [that] demon-
strate the distance between self and behaviour’,
she writes. Thompson and Rowe, in a transcript
of a 2008 panel discussion the author chaired,
lilkewise agree on the intrinsie role the audience
plays in giving their performance an ‘excuse’ to
happen. Susan Hiller in a 2011 interview speaks
of embracing misunderstanding between an
artist and her audicence. She discusses how over-
explanation of an artwork, be it by the artists
themselves, a curator or an educator, is a ‘big
mistake”. Hiller says she relishes the ‘gap
between intention and interpretation’.
Addressing the relationship between artist
and viewer has wider resonance in thatit’sa
relationship that feels analogous to the way
in which we all relate to an audience - the rest

emoticon faces). But perhaps this merely reflects
the universality of toilet-relared symbols.

The accompanying explanatory bool, The
Book About XuBing’s Book from the Ground, includes
documentation of the wider project when it has
beenr presented in the context of an exhibition,
and includes its development as a software
program that translates Chinese and English
textinte pictograms and symbols. Essays and
an inserview with the artist put the novel in
context, both in terms of Xu’s previous work
and in rerms of historical and more recently
devised pictographiclanguages - not forgetting
that the Chinese also retains pictographic roots.

In relation to Xu'’s previous work, Beok from
the Ground is a companion piece to one of his
best-linown works, Book from the Sky (1987-91),
the four-year project in which he created 4,000
‘fake’ Chinese characters, which he hand-cut
into wooden blocks and printed within books
angd on scrolls. Instead of attempting a language
undesstandable to everyone, here he created a
language thai was understandable by no one.
When considering the implications of a global
fanguage for an increasingly global world, Xu’s
projectisa highly relevant one, But when consid-
ered within the context of language and litera-
ture, the arguments becotne more problematic,
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The Book About Xu Bing's
Book from the Ground

edited by Mathieu Borysevicz

MIT Press, £17.95/£24.95 (hardcover)

of society — in cur lives. This is hinted at by

the inclusion of the longest individual text of
the collection, an essay on the work of Richard
Wright, who is alse the author’s husband.
While the text concentrates on Richard Wright
the prefessional artist known particularly for
his wall-based painting, Lowndes refers to
Wright by his first name and suggests their
relationship ‘opens the possibility of writing
abourthis worl in a different way”. While that
may be the most personal essay of the collection,
itis Lowndes’s 2009 text on Thea Djordjadze
that is the best of the book. In it she talks about
the Georglan areist’s work in terms of rransla-
tion and the attempts —ultimarcly impossible
~to bridge the gap between self and the social
collective.  Oliver Basciano

particularly when, in his introductory essay,
Mathieu Borysevicz discusses From Point to Point
alongside James Joyce's Ulysses (1922), As an over-
arching narrative, both books may be the story
of 2 day in the life of one man, told over 24 hours,
but pushing the literary possibilities of an exist-
ing language, as Joyce was doing, is not the same
as attempting to tell a story through simplified
signs and symbols. The arrist bimself is the first
to acknowledge the limizations of his project by
stating, in his interview in The Book Absut..., that
the desire to ‘pursue a dream that all humans
can communicate freely withour difficulty is
adream too big to realise’. The limitations of
From Point to Point as literature are particularly
highlighted when reading its English transla-
tion, given in The Book About... Tere’s an excerpt:
‘Mr Black gets up, shuffles ever to the bathroom
and sits on the toilet for a fong time, “En...er...
ugh...en..” as much as he tries nothing comes
out. “What’s wrong down there?” He ponders.”
Compare that to a few lines from Ulysses. Stephen
closed his eyes to hear his boots crush crackling
wrack and shells. You are walking through it
howsomever. T am, a strideata time. A very
short space of time through very shost times

of space.” Try expressing thatin pictograms

and smiley faces, Helen Sumpter




