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Will the spector of modernism ovor take its leave? Li Rais nalural voice of the protagonist has been dabbed
Chinese, b, 1686) lives
and .

Far from announcing the completion, if not the
exhaustion, of the modern project, [
ism and iis varied Inflestions —anii
the altermodern, the off-modern—

only preserved modernism as o glivatiyed It beli Teither of the cultures it mediates;
that rebounds, poltergeist-like, with each - s ol it is the mark of their incommensurability.

sive attempt at exorcising it. Bome of Li's works are more conselously parodie,

owir by a barogquo, overly inflecied voieo remi-

' ise hesird in Imporied foreign flms
landarin, The grain of the voice here
eming Lo defy cultural designation.

For the Chinese artist Li Ran, however, no anxi- M Btod An Buch is the ease with Beyeond Geograply (2012),
etios are harbored towards this lingering ghost, WAt mHasisrier oy gockumentary of the famous Discovery series
His project iz neither that of a ritnal parge nor i Mawr York and by the BBC that features Li's usaal stilted duob-
a steadfast recovery, but rather of a skittish flir- s bing. In it, Li plays an intrepid travel bost who
tation with the null object he takes modernizm ventures inlo the wilderness in search of a cerlain
to be, Working across performance, video and ancirnt Shynna Babahajarro tribe. In an amusing
installation, Li invokes the names of such mas- Tuvsaggs mix of Indiana Jones-style gallantry and touristic
ters as Cdzanne, Matisse, Picasso and Mondrian mﬁg zoal, the host treks through the punishing ter
in u register thal is ostensibly parodie, exeopt sl Ak Dl oo, rain, sampling eiver water and evading imagined
that the target here is not so much ridiculed as A cannibals along the way, before finally discover-
merely taken as a device for play. For Li, the ing the secret tribe and gamely joining in their
histories and reference points of Western mod- ritnals. But there's 2 catch: the filming is all done
ernism are instituied, arbitrary markings against against an empty biue sereen studio, thns strip-
which he choreographs his schizo-modern danee, ping down the entire documentary to its hare
His enriosity lowards the modernist legaey, in staging. Documentary, in one stroke, beeomes
this sense, lies not so much in the reforent as theater. In one telling sequence, the host points to
in the eritical distanees at play. He operates in the emply walls 58 he speaks effusively about the
the gaps that open up with each incursion and invisible cave painlings, comparing them (o works
recursion of the modern project, in the spaces by Picasso, Ganguin and Pollock. It is an eeho of
of dismeasure that are also spaces of freedom, the primitivist thinking that informed modern-
experimentation and fiction-making, ist dizscourse, which through its fetishization of
We sea this logic at ils most developed in Li's cullural contact obscured the power differentinls

performance and video pieces, which ollensio
volve the artist playing a myriad of
His signature move is that of remak ith it at arm's length. There is no
Analher Modern Arfisd (2003} a vi : ; a wrong The misanderstood,
as part of the aforementioned inslal i : nslated and the mizeast are all a part
slanee, he plays a Chinese moders i :
to grips with his Western influences, Notably, the

But as with most of Li's works, the role
» iz mot simply to mock its subject

the basis for humor, &

“A SCHIZO-MODERN DANCE
AGAINST THE ARBITRARY
HISTORIES OF WESTERN
MODERNISM ”
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Will the specter of modernism ever take its leave? LiR



Far [rom announcing the completion, if not the ihi““‘“%'._h;'
exhaustion, of the modern pmject yost
ism and its varied inflections— Beijing
the altermodern, the off-modern— E“éﬂ‘l‘n tﬁu Hﬁ?&__ﬁhe-m]lam
only preserved modernism as a ghostly afterlife :

that rebounds, poltergeist-like, with cach succes=pmmn ~

sive attempt at exorcising it. o

For the Chinese artist Li Ran, however, no anxi- Ho Ru
eties are harbored towards this lingering ghost. 3" it
His project is neither that of a ritual purge nor in New Y
a steadfast recovery, but rather of a skittish flir- Singar

tation with the null object he takes modernism
to be. Working across performance, video and

installation, Li invokes the names of such mas- Tmag
ters ag Cézranne, Matisse, Picasso and Mondrian Hgfmfiﬁf
in a register that is ostensibly parodic, except and Aike-1
that the target here is not so much ridiculed as Shang

merely taken as a device for play. For Li, the
histories and reference points of Western mod-
ernism are instituted, arbitrary markings against
which he choreographs his schizo-modern dance.
His curiosity towards the modernist legacy, in
this sense, lies not so much in the referent as
in the critical distances at play. He operates in
the gaps that open up with each incursion and
recursion of the modern project, in the spaces
of dismeasure that are also spaces of freedom,
experimentation and fiction-making.

We see this logic at its most developed in Li’s
performance and video pieces, which c}fm m—-
volve the artist playing a myriad of characters. |
His signature move is that of remakqand@lﬁ Iﬂ

Another Modern Artist (2013), a wdeg p ;, p;
as part of the aforementioned mstallaf,'__: n, | P i ‘,;:*:
stance, he plays a Chinese modern-rti ' o,
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to grips with his Western influences. Notably, the



Ran natural voice of the protagonist has been dubbed
. 1986) lives
vin Befjing.

over by a baroque, overly inflected voice remi-
“migeent of those heard in imported foreign films
tfl;ﬁhbed‘m-Maﬂdmm The grain of the voice here
WAL gﬁeﬁhm seeming to defy cultural designation.
Ii;be]nngs to neither of the cultures it mediates;
it is the mark of their incommensurability.

Some of Li's works are more consciously parodic.
tui An Such is the case with Beyond Geography (2012),
;’:ﬂ:}’:ﬁr a mockumentary of the famous Discovery series

York and by the BBC that features Li’s usual stilted dub-

M bing. In it, Li plays an intrepid travel host who
ventures into the wilderness in search of a certain
ancient Shynna Babahajarro tribe. In an amusing

age: mix of Indiana Jones-style gallantry and touristic

qraphin 8012 yeal, the host treks through the punishing ter-

Dellarco, rain, sampling river water and evading imagined

gha. cannibals along the way, before finally discover-

ing the secret tribe and gamely joining in their
rituals. But there’s a catch: the filming is all done
against an empty blue screen studio, thus strip-
ping down the entire documentary to its bare
staging. Documentary, in one stroke, becomes
theater. In one telling sequence, the host points to
the empty walls as he speaks effusively about the
invisible cave paintings, comparing them to works
by Picasso, Gauguin and Pollock. It is an echo of
the primitivist thinking that informed modern-
ist discourse, which through its fetishizalion of
cultural contact obscured the power differentials
"—“'aft Dplay. But as with most of Li’s works, the role
- of parod; i,]lere- is not simply to mock its subject
"'-"’:"-;,,:: bllb\‘f{} tdy*wﬂ-h it at arm’s length. There is no
' ﬂwm correct a wrong. The misunderstood,
TE ",‘im&latcd and the miscast are all a part
rade'that transforms any incongruity into
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