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Cheng Ran’s solo exhibition “The Last
Generation” mobilizes all of the available space
at Galerie Urs Meile in a forceful process of ar-
tistic privatization that absorbs the gallery in its
entirety.

This process, as such, gives the audience
a rather comfortable viewing experience, created
through various details and clues. The elegant
and romantic imagery, having been altered, re-
fuse undue resonance with the concept and reject
any mysterious association with those who are
absent. Thus the artist’s privatization arrives at
a consensus with the public nature of the exhi-
bition, allowing us to cease exploring the divide
between the artworks and ourselves. Alternative-
ly, we find complete immersion in the singular
universe created by the artist, even though the
methods that brought this universe into existence
carry strong suggestions of the artist as cultist.
Consensus—or  better yet, reconciliation—
originates from the fact that Cheng Ran does not
assume common knowledge. Instead, he engages in
a detailed and complete confession of his life and
ly
private, even secretive; all of the works strive to open

imaginative world. “The Last Generation™ is clez

amemory trail of the artist, or to break open the real
insight that was gleaned from a specific moment.
The artist’s habit of collecting is obviously displayed,
alternating between objects both material and not.
There is an eagle feather, rocks from around the
world, key chains from an old five-star hotel, as well
as voices playing on vinyl, and landscapes of Ice-
land on video; these have all been incorporated by
Cheng into the program on show, which gives the

meaning of “exhibition” a second life.

Yet the process that transforms these pri-
vate objects for public display is rather strange:
As Cheng sees it, the objects cannot speak for
themselves, and thus cannot by themselves be
an exhibition—they are limited by their inabil-
ity to thoroughly occupy the gallery space, or to
interfere with the audience’s sensory perception.
Instead, they must be embellished and polished,
accompanied by the emotional rhetoric of the art-
ist: The rocks in Tide Conversations are but vessels
for the artist’s poetic musings, as if to say, “this is
not a rock.” The images of landscapes in The Last
Sentence need the accompaniment of sounds; it is
only through this extension of the intertextual
that narrative emerges in the film. As a result,
we discover that doubtlessly there remain clear
boundaries between these objects of memory and
their possessor’s operating hand, which may also
be called creativity. By touching or crossing these
boundaries—such as going from a serendipitous-
ly obtained diary to a video work—art is germi-
nated. The boundaries subsequently become the
stronghold of strategy and technology, and the
best measure for baring the artist’s interests. Or,
it can be said that these boundaries constitute the
basic outlines of Cheng’s works: symmetrically
fractured objects and imaginations thereof.

The use of texts from literature makes for
an extreme case of liminal rhetoric. From quot-
ing the opening sentence of A Tale of Two Cities
and Cheng’s own novel Circadian Rhythm, to a
note that Cheng left for Nan Goldin, rhetorical
acts are scattered throughout Cheng’s artworks
like punctum, forming the most spectacular and
productive content. The text of Circadian Rhythm
is displayed on a spiral of wooden corridors. Con-
fusing the experiences of reading and seeing is a
physical manifestation of rhetoric. But Cheng is
also attempting to make order out of chaos and
to establish a new logic: When the narrative’s in-
ternal logic has been grafted onto the continuity
of space, any anxiety inspired by textual breakage
or misplacement becomes an expected and rea-
sonable effect.

Literature provides Cheng Ran with a
boundary that has no bounds. Its inherent ambi-
guity between materiality and non-materiality al-
lows the object—and thoughts about the object—
to freely cross the inter-liminal space, where the
states of fracture are increasingly undistinguish-
able. How then to decipher Circadian Rhythm? 1s
it writing or installation? Perhaps the only answer
that can be is: Both are rhetorical devices in ser-
vice of the other; this is their only and greatest
mission. Yang Di (Translated by JiaJing Liu)
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