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Perceptions:



Abstract

When | came to the United States to pursue a further education in fine arts, |
came out of my old art practice and started to explore new concepts and
media. The new practice has leaded my work into the field of installation and
video.

Throughout this three years MFA program, the Salvation Army thrift store by
the side of the old studio has always been an incredibly interesting place to
me. It is not a typical place for making art, but | found the potential of devel-
oping artworks by it, and decided to locate my thesis studio practice inside
the store.

At the very beginning of my thesis project, | wanted to take advantage of the
store environment and create videos to represent paradox phenomena.
Later on, when | was testing sample videos in the store, | talked to custom-
ers who consciously or subconsciously stopped in front of my works. | found
that their reactions were so different than the academic world, and “how
people perceive my artworks in a thrift store environment” became to the
most interesting part so far. This phenomenon makes me think: “Are
artworks considered to be art only if they are put in the galleries? Do aver-
age people really need or care about Art? Actually what is Art? Can we really
define Art?” | failed to answer these questions. Instead, | decided to listen to
people. From then on, | let my works became to containers. | used them to
collect different perceptions from random people who are passing by my
works in the store. Unexpectedly, the project became extremely rich and
interesting after this transformation.
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“Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited to
all we now know and understand, while imagination embraces the entire
world, and all there ever will be to know and understand.”

--- Albert Einstein



"The most basic of all human needs is the need to understand and be
understood. The best way to understand people is to listen to them."

—Ralph Nichols
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1A. Overview of Thesis Exhibition

On March 9 and 10, the “Perceptions” exhibition was hold in the Slusser
Gallery in the north campus of the University of Michigan and the Ann Arbor
Salvation Army Thrift Store. This exhibition consisted two parts: A conversa-
tion installation in the Slusser Gallery and the Salvation Army Thrift Store,
and a video installation series exhibition in the Salvation Army Thrift Store.

Fig.1
Exhibition Postcard (Front)




1A.1 The Conversation Installation

The first part of the exhibition was a conversation installation. It encouraged
people to talk about the surrounded artworks and exchange their ideas. Two
groups of computers with Internet connections, monitors and microphones
were separately set up in the gallery and the thrift store. People at both
places could see the real situation of the other side through computer
cameras. If they wish, they could also have conversations through micro-
phones with random people on the other side.

Fig.2 Exhibition Part 1 — Conversation installation set up in the gallery
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Fig.3 Exhibition Part 1 — Conversation installation set up in the Salvation Army Thrift Store



Fig.4 Exhibition Part 1 — A little girl try to speak to people in the gallery through the microphone
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Fig.5 Exhibition Part 1 — Sometimes the conversation couldn’t been built



1A.2 An Exhibition in the Thrift Store

The second part of the exhibition was a video installation exhibition that took
place in the Salvation Army Thrift Store. There were seven pieces of video
and installation works shown all around the store. Most of them were newly
created videos based on the thrift store environment.

There weren’t obvious signs about this exhibition in the store. The store
customers were expected to discover this exhibition by themselves and
became audiences. They could find a welcome table at the entrance of the
store that shows some information about the exhibition. All the artworks were
set up in different places along the side of the shopping routes. The audi-
ences could follow a map on the back of the exhibition card and find all the
works.



Fig.6 Exhibition Part 2 — The welcome table



Fig.7 Exhibition Part 2 — Customers/audiences were watching video
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2A. The Process Leading to Thesis Work
2A.1 The Transformation of My Studio Practice

Before | came to the MFA program, | was trained in the graphic design area
for many years. However, the modern art education in China was “borrowed”
from the western world? It turned out that the many years graphic design
education brought me good technical skills but didn’t push me onto a higher
creative level. | started to feel bored because of the highly repeated study
content. | was so eager to change an environment and refresh my thoughts
at that time. Luckily, | came to this totally different culture to continue learn-
ing. | found that the art atmosphere in the western world is more tolerant and
creative, and this was exactly what | needed.

One day on the second half of my first year, | was working in the studio and
using projector. Accidently | found that the projector has potentials to be
used as a tool in art practice. | was so excited about this “discovery,” and
almost immediately decided to explore more in this area and take a break
from the graphic design training. From then on, | kept the new exploration for
three years throughout this program. Although | didn’t specifically study in
the design field, along with the improvement of my general art appreciate
ability, | unconsciously improved my sensitivity about design as well. This is
a big unexpected reward accompanied with my new exploration.



2A.2 Media Exploration — “Annoying”

My first try of using projector to make art was a video installation work. |
used fishing lines to hang acrylic blocks and hold images in the air in differ-
ent layers. In this way, the complete image came from the projector could be
divided into small pieces and “float” in the air. The effect is very like a
surrealistic painting came alive in the real world. In order to get the strongest
visual impact, | acted and took video of my face.

Fig.8 Photo of the finishing work



Fig.9 Photo of the installation screens

Fig.10 Photo of the work in process
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2A.3 Brought Up the Big Question — “Dinner”

When | was in the second year of exploring new art forms, | took a class
called video installation. It was a great class and highly inspired me. | started
to think that projector could be used as an image player as well as a lighting
source. | asked myself: how could | take advantage of this idea and applied
it to a new piece of work?

One night when | was studying in front of my desk by the side of a lamp, |
saw a square object projected a square shadow on the wall. An idea
suddenly came to my mind: Is it possible that an object’s shadow doesn’t
match its shape? Is there any way to make this happen? What would it look
like if this circumstance happens? | started to unconsciously relate this
thought to the idea of using projector as a lightning source. After brainstorm-
ing and many experiments, | finally nailed down a piece of video installation
work under the theme of a dinner story. In this work, | used the shadow of a
wine glass to join the real world and the projected shadow world together.

After this project, | started to think about the relationship between artworks
and audiences. | ask myself: do audiences need to be “told” about the
meaning of an artwork?



Fig.11 Photos of the finished work — an overview




Fig.12 Photos of the finished work — table set up




Fig.13 Photos of the finished work — audience interact with the installation
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2A.4 From Media to Content — “The Spring Move”

“The Spring Move” is a series of work that | created in 2011 spring. In this
series, | tried to approach the same topic by using different media. The four
different medias include: oil painting, installation, performance and video.
“The Spring Move” is a phenomenon that happens during the Chinese New
Year. A large population takes all modes of transportation to go home in
order to be with their families. It is said to be the largest seasonal migration
in human history. 2,500,000,000 people move in 40 days, which amounts to
eight times the U.S. population all moving together.#| used to be involved in
this great “migration” two years ago. | still remember the feeling of been
trapped in the overcrowded transportations with a happy feeling of going
home but twigged with sufferings along the journey. In this work series, | try
to tell these true feelings to people who have never experienced it.



The three pieces of oil paintings is a description of people’s anxious feeling
of going home.

Fig.15 Qil painting series



The installation work is a metaphor that showing the population is a huge
burden to the Chinese society.

Fig.16 Photos of the installation work in process



The main piece of this series is a performance. A person, symbol of “trans-
portation,” tries hard to move a pile of stone from one place to another, just
like the transportation move people from one place to another during the
“Spring Move.” After the performance, | edited its video record into a video
piece.

The experience of working on this project, | greatly improved my video
editing skills. It provided me a good technical foundation for the coming
thesis work.

Fig.17 Screen Shots of the performance video
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Fig.18 Works of Rene Magritte and M. C. Escher






3A. The Transformation of Thesis Project

My original plan about the exhibition was to show all the finished videos
together on the show day. However, after discussed with my advisors, |
decided to use the TV wall in the store to test videos ahead the exhibition.
The purpose of doing this is to listen to people’s feedbacks as early as | can.

When the video was played in the store, people have all kinds of interesting
reactions. Some of them ignored it, some feel interested in it and stopped to
study it, some asked me questions, and the others just smiled and passed
by. All of these reactions made me think about the meaning of modern art.
To me the videos are artworks, while to the store customers, the videos
could be nonsense if they don’t look at them or think about them. Along with
the store testing goes, | found that what makes this project truly interesting
and meaningful is the interaction between it and people. These work pieces
could mean anything if people approach it from different angles. | hope this
video series become a container. It could contain any ideas, and from which
we can read different minds through it.
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3B. A Live Record - The Perceptions
3B.1 The Fitting Rooms

Fig.19 Screen shot of “The Fitting Rooms”



Fig.20 Photo of the video in exhibition
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3B.5 The Rocking Horse

Fig.27 Screen shot of “The Rocking Horse”



Fig.28 Photo of the video in exhibition
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that 1 dee. This s a Collabevate. /)hol‘e,(,t Wwitth
thes Store

A" Oh, H’%}/ Let You Ao theg 7Y

Me s Meg, thay ore very [<ind anel Suppert me
’bD 0()0 ‘ﬁ’h\‘g. i



3B.3 The Reflection

Fig.23 Screen shot of “The Reflection”
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Fig.24 Photo of the video in exhibition



Youvx?/ Woman A
/V\@; u ngo(/q you't"\:nl(." G

B s ! Qow}/ 1 wasnt Pa}/ ottention to 't ¢



Fan‘teol Conversation |

Me: " Excuse me. 1 gauy you were watching th's Video,
L wade thes video, s Uhat yeu think 7"

" Video? Oh. 1 ot beokm?/a;t e veodeo 1
Wahing bu)/ oC TV for Wy tather. Do you know
how 1 buy 7"

Me Oh. Ok. You can talk +o a wovker oungl he'll

tell YQM hew o buty o
! Ole. Thanlc you. .



7:&"[20{ Conversation 2

Me." Hello ! 2 saw You were wak“n?/at thig vicleo,
L made .

RPN~

Me - Weuld you mind 4o el me whor you then e
About 72"

u

P S. This man PD'WMO( o Wlﬂbﬁw, Said Qew\uh«‘v-?/[h

Qpan&h. 1 didnt understond what he Said. He
Nnetthey.,



Foiledl Convercation 3
Me " H;, excuse me. 1 Sow you Wotcheo| +heg
Video, 7 made . what olo you thing 2
" Umm, 1'm knd of n «a huwy. §orry."

Me . " Oh, that's ok. TMK)IM_U



3B.2 The Chaotic Timeline

Fig.21 Screen shot of “The Chaotic Timeline”



Fig.22 Photo of the video in exhibition



Tom

]

1 ke e Yew(l‘m-?,&ne.“

h 7.m:o/uh‘w7/. VM7 be,awh'-lfv\(."



Aqwly

“1 like Hhe %aﬁfr\T andl f—aalrm/]/out. 1 had two
Wevies . 1 P(M/ed X G Years old Frl in thew

PS. She l(%)D Jmuﬁ(‘m?/ About What e heue 0‘#@,
told e abeu the directsr. She sad e
directsr ¢ A cute Fuy-



WOMV\C.
/M@:u What }/W ‘b‘h‘nk abmt +his Veleo ?“

“Oh 1 See a Persen's  reflection. AV&ym a Stuslene D
Me. " T@g Mﬁ(ﬂ“y s s W‘y Qrtwsvk

Y Yew Wafor (n poyeg o
Me:" Not movie. fine ars. Bt 7 maje videos, (ke
Shoye movies !



! Hey Coutd You five me Some advice) 1 intented @
machine 4o olo exercise. Mo knew, 40 help burn fat.
from face, neek, wapst... T wsed it woysebf-<for two imerths
and 2 gor improved | He, fou Can teed ot . (She asks
me 4o touch her Waist) — See? T hae muscles heye.

1 want to wwobdry . Do youthink 1 shoud sk a

leetrical emgineer or 4 mechan 'cal engineer 2"

Me: " ,Qorry U dont knew Ltk Vwaybé You can ask Someone
(n Sports Stience fretel. They Study fow peeple’s muscles work.”



"ok. You See T hawe newey e tnyone about thes deq.
Lodom't Wort tham +o Steal it. Whey Someone has

how idea, peeple tend to Sheve tt. Mo ene loston 4o e,
1 have +wo beys. One goes to Ut M, the othey Gonna
WWM? Chos Year frm Gasterm Michigan ihey 7

+all 4o thom w@y don't  licten to me. Thamk you Ao
Lxeonr»\?r@ ie. You bnow it's aluays ke to lisee,,

t Wise talke. Uke Buddha Sad. What's ymr Yo{1~gm7"



“lm a Christian,  WMhat's ywrs 2"

Me:" Wel 1 dent hove one. but 1 vefpeet Lhose Vd«yfems. 4

" Oh dhat's fine. Yo are cwest . o wall
Qeo MM// machine  anol me. Give me 4 hu7 anl
LU got

Me: " Cood Luck |



3B.4 Inside or Outside?

Fig.25 Screen shot of “The Chaotic Timeline”



Fig.26 Photo of the video in exhibition



WWV\ D
Me." Hi! T made thes Video. Uheok- yorn thepe 2

" Oh, k. Avfirt T ddnt notice x, put
Wew 1 See . "



Steve

B Did YW Conneet o Camera +v s P(ﬂce?"
Me M. s a vileo wnerk pet g bve Liveo
S s inberestivg because fow Can See hey in

thave | 9o jwst wawt o Check /‘f there
S a Camesn."



WOH\,om E

Mes" Hello, 7 pmasde this video What do

}/W +thale
abowt ot 72

! Q""w{ LS e Ok 4 use ‘L’tue,{rTU “to /?(ﬂy )/our
Videg 7"
/V‘@-.”»_. Tas»"

“ ' i to Lok at T A thoge Gorel wo7
/Me/:” 1 D(Nn'-b lﬁeww [ ?u%é So. "



Man A
! Can 1 I‘u,<Jc WLPLwa/ this one anpl et i "’7 Come?
Me:" ol you Can ask a orkey. "

LU which ene Oh Yo dont work here ) "
Me . ! Mo 2 dent oyl [16,@."



’TMK 4o /MAW\&?W j@/hm‘fel =
Me what make you decided o Suppere me on L }7”’/‘@"‘7“

j&“h“{fm " 1 thinke T Sheutel 9!/ﬂ7e’rt e Ban Arbor 6"ommwm‘l’y.
1'm a Soccerer, 1ol |tbe 4o See Creatve werk. HS

?ooe{ +5 bm\? s e et Sume pew bl &
and ideas,

1 think +S 7949{ 4o be Cu[)[)mt“/e +o Ymmg ks,
Cu{;,w What they wont oy ol



Me" Did you have any  Concern When 1 hed the exhpptron >

jp,nnrfar-." Yes, it was alund our big ale . +thouoands  pesple
woulol Come. T olon't want Hhings Gos ey ) dlt
want your works  been t\grwfea(. 2 /‘Mf ?Q,\emj,(/ e
Uw‘?g 9o well. 1 Wane eV@r/booly weng ¥



Me =" what o boss said abost g eplyipyion

j@/nnn:/e/f -

l'm net Sure f—,[ he came +thoot 0(‘“7 v hot,
B@fv)’e e Show he came +o Chesl e Set —ups

His Pnrmr)/ ?pal s 4o make Sure Hio Q&Mm?
5‘9% Uva(‘ H{ o{«d,y\{f Wl?fk WH?L\ /W akﬂ'( dlb{h.f
Caow the whole precess, So he digln't pavy mmuch

attemtron tv .



During the exhibition, people also interact with my pieces in ways that more
than a verbal conversation:

Fig.29 Someone left a box of decoration on the top of “The Reflection.”



Fig.30 Sometimes the top part is a spoon



Fig.31 “The Rocking Horse” used to standing there alone, but soon someone brought it a friend.
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Fig.32 In order to prevent customers to “buy” my exhibition, the manager kindly made these wonderful notes for me. These
green papers simply formed an installation series by themselves.



Footnotes

1. Emily Pilloton wrote Design Revolution, a book about 100-plus objects and
systems designed to make people's lives better. In 2010, her design nonprofit began
an immersive residency in Bertie County, North Carolina, the poorest and most rural
county in the state. <http://www.ted.com/speakers/emily_pilloton.html>

2. “Art education for general education was first introduced to China in 1902, when
the reforms of Chinese education were begun. Despite China possessing a unique
cultural tradition an overwhelming number of Western ideas were 'borrowed' to
develop art education in the first half of 20th century China.”

3. Quote from <The Sunna Sutta>

4. Traditionally, families gather during the Chinese New Year. In modern China,
migrant workers in China travel home to have reunion dinners with their families on
Chinese New Year's Eve. Owing to the large number of interprovincial travellers,
special arrangements were made by railways, buses and airlines starting from 15
days before the New Year's Day. <Wikipedia>

5. From the 19th century it has been used to designate a world or atmosphere where
intellectuals engage in pursuits that are disconnected from the practical concerns of
everyday life.

6. One-child policy is the one-child limitation in the population control policy of the
People's Republic of China. The Chinese government refers to it under the official
translation of family planning policy. It officially restricts married, urban couples to
having only one child. <Wikipedia>
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