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The Department of Love

“If love in society is to represent

a better one, it cannot do so as

a peaceful enclave, but only by
conscious opposition.” (T.W. Adorno,
Minima Moralia, § 110)

Prompted by reflections on time and
labour in the hyper—rapidly evolving
context of art institutions and
biennials, as well as on the structure
and accelerated pace of the
Shanghai Curators Lab, we present
the Department of Love. Within

this fictional institutional framework,
moments of authenticity, self—
preservation, love and care are
staged to reveal (and stand in
opposition to) the artificiality of
vacuous institutional spaces, and the
rhetorics of display and language they
employ to assert themselves.

As a tool of capitalism and an act of
resistance, as well as an independent
voice of the heart, we hope to situate
the places, meanings and functions of
love in contemporary society. Why do
we keep on returning to love and care
as the ground and soil for our
curatorial work? In this respect, the
love of machines is just as relevant

as the sentimentality of scent; the
essential practice of breathing,

tools for self—preservation and small
ritualistic gestures, like the offering of
rose tea — an act of hospitality that
will circulate through the exhibition
space.

The Department of Love consists
of various design elements and
a multitude of artistic practices
spanning video, drawing, scent,
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poetry, dance and sound, as well as
transient situations of hospitality and
reciprocity.

While four stations are dedicated to
Hospitality, Reciprocity, Care and
Practice, these spaces are both
flexible and fluid, allowing for a
blurring of diverse practices and the
possibility to drift and oscillate
between the works. The visitor enters
the Department once they enter the
gallery. It functions as a framework
that does not end with the exhibition,
but one that will continue to grow
beyond the confines of the gallery
space to different contexts, with some
works functioning as scores to be
taken home, repeated and practiced.
The Department of Love will continue
to vibrate, circulate, and

percolate.
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Despite Our Ruination

Jenny Chen
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Viola Yip

"A constellation is made up of some stars
that are nearer, others further away. It

is only from our perspective, that of the
here (and now), that they appear to take
on a significant configuration."

Spencer, Lloyd. “On Certain Difficulties
with the Translation of ‘On The Concept Of
History’”, 2000
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Despite Our Ruination

In an age of rising accountability over
our most intimate gestures, where
governance of borders, rights, and
minds seems to be the norm, how
can we evade regulation and take a
journey into the unknown?

Taking cue from Walter Benjamin’s
critique, Despite Our Ruination is

an exhibition that emanates from a
constellation of objects. Displaying
alphanumeric messages, a pager
embodies impending automation, as
well as the interdependency between
humans and technology, which in

our informational era is tinged with
mysterious impulses. Within the
constellation, these impulses are
explored through the I Ching, an
ancient Chinese divination text, using
cleromancy to establish unexplored
connections with the universe.
Reimagining the rules that govern
reality is a task also undertaken by
science fiction novelist Octavia Butler,
whose seminal book Wild Seed
explores power struggles, eugenics,
and cyborg identities. The blurred
edges of actuality and fiction are at
stake even in The Real As Imaginary,
a piece by Peter Ablinger consisting
of the recitation of a text over white
noise that completely envelopes the
speech. The white noise is, in fact, a
theoretical idealization, assimilated
to natural sounds such as the rain

in a forest, which nurtures organic
and inorganic species. In forests
disturbed by humans, the matsutake
grows. It is a mushroom utilised by
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing as a trope to
picture a post—Enlightenment natural
world, one that can answer to the
promise of cohabitation in a time of
unprecedented human destruction.
These entities are assimilated into a
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natureculture vision, aimed at re—
establishing a synthesis of nature and
culture in a time when the dualism of
science and the humanities prevails.

The constellation opens up to a
series of artworks that challenge
normative structures of thinking

while stimulating critical paths. This
interpretative exercise draws on
artistic practices that deconstruct
limitative visions on the environment,
noise, and the future of human and
non—human species. The invited
artists’ research spans from visual to
sound art to suggest further vanishing
points that jeopardise Western
normative accounts of measurability,
language, and rationality. Fostering an
object-oriented approach that rejects
the privileging of human existence
over the existence of nonhuman
identities, Despite Our Ruination is

an invitation to explore routes not yet
standardised.

Lastly, Despite Our Ruination
proposes a Virtual Reality experience
of the exhibition. Accessible via

an internet link it introduces an
extraterrestrial setting for the
artworks presented. In this free space,
the conventions of the white cube no
longer assert a rational framework
rooted in the history of exhibitions.

10
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Despite Our Ruination

Pager

Supposedly technology never dies, it’s
just no longer dominant; like the pager.
Mostly seen in movies, their obsolescence
is assumed. However, pagers are still used
in hospitals, as for urgent messages, their
simplicity makes them more efficient than
the pervasive smartphone. Today, we work
alongside ever—evolving and increasingly
intelligent machines already capable of
independent learning and development.
Imagine that we are the pager and these
machines the smartphone; what type of
future awaits us?

This, of course, is not an accurate
comparison. As biological beings we have
to adapt to new conditions; otherwise, we
die. That being said, some humans and
machines already function as cognitive
units, as for the past few decades humans
have bent the laws of natural selection
that previously governed Earth and life.
Despite the vast quantities of data being
gathered, and the multitude of scientists,
technologists and futurologists attempting
to answer this question, future forecasts
vary greatly and there are no conclusive
answers or solutions.

I Ching

| Ching, also known as the Book of
Changes, is an ancient Chinese divination
text and one of the oldest Chinese
classics. Published in the Western Zhou
period (late 9th century BCE), | Ching was
first mentioned in Europe by Leibniz in
1703. This sparked philosophical questions,
such as universality and the nature of
communication. The foreword of the
English edition of | Ching was written in
1949 by Carl Jung.

For Jung, | Ching was a way of exploring
the unconscious, and an approach to
the nonhuman field. As stated in his
introduction: “The Chinese mind, seems
to be exclusively preoccupied with the
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chance aspect of events. What we call
coincidence seems to be the chief concern
of this [...] mind, and what we worship as
causality passes almost unnoticed”. (1)
The | Ching not only offers a path into the
unknown but raises a counter perspective
to scientific causality by investigating the
asynchronicity of real events.

Wild Seed

Octavia E. Butler was an African—
American science writer. Her novels and
short stories tackle a scope of issues
still omnipresent today, such as climate
change, the increasing gap between the
rich and the poor and pharmaceutical
developments, as well as sexual identity.
Her science—fictional storytelling warns
of malignant possibles, and gives voice to
destitute living forms, offering a path for
an expanded understanding of the world.

Butler’s novel Wild Seed (1980) introduces
Doro, a thousand—-year—old cyborg living
off the bodies of others. A gang from the
New World destroy the African village
Doro cultivated for centuries, and force
him to leave. On his way, he meets a
shapeshifting and equally powerful rival;
Anyanwu, able to heal with a kiss. Their
encounter triggers a century—long conflict
jeopardising the essence of humanity.

Aside from her published writing,
Butler’s notebooks serve as a space for
her innermost thoughts. These pages
enliven Butler’s practice and inform

her inspirations and horizons. Partial
sketches of a novel, or an expression of
a condensed state of mind, mirror the
author’s profound wishes for humankind.

12
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Despite Our Ruination

The Real as Imaginary

Peter Ablinger’s The Real as Imaginary

is a composition for a solo speaker

and noise. The performer can have any
voice type; however, the text should

be translated into a language that

the audience can understand. The
performance noise track should be
generated by the sum of frequencies in
the recording of the performer’s recitation
of the text. The noise track, then, needs
to be further filtered through oscillated
frequency bands to create “windows”.
As a result, this noise track is played

at a volume that is just loud enough to
envelop the performer’s voice; but with
the oscillated “windows”, the voice floats
between the foreground, background and
space in between.

The Real as Imaginary questions

whether the “imaginary” and the “real”
oppose each other in our perception.
Ironically, perceiving reality relies on our
imagination, as Ablinger expressed, “I had
asked whether it would ever be possible
to reach the real, whether it would ever be
possible to break through the prison of my
imaginations onto the real.” (2)

The monologue allows Ablinger to
search for the idea of the “real”, and the
relationship between the “real” and the
“imaginary”. At the end of the text, he
concludes that:

“The imaginary as real, and equally the
real as imaginary — this would then be, so
to say, a formula for the interpenetration
of the two, a formula for the living and for
the being-here.” (3)

Matsutake

“We are stuck with the problem of
living despite economic and ecological
ruination. Neither tales of progression
nor of ruin tell us how to think about
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collaborative survival. It is time to pay
attention to mushroom picking. Not that
this will save us — but it might open our
imagination.” (4)

The matsutake is one of the most
expensive mushrooms in the world, as it
grows in destroyed forests across Asia
and North America. Due to its capacity to
nurture trees, matsutakes enable forests
to flourish in human-damaged places. It
is also an edible delicacy in Japan, where
it can fetch astronomical prices. In The
Mushroom at the End of the World, Anna
Tsing offers insights into areas far beyond
just mushrooms, using the matsutake to
ask a crucial question: how are we going
to live in the ruins we have made?

The matsutake becomes a metaphor

to narrate a tale of diversity within our
daunting landscapes, exploring the
unexpected edges of consumerism, and
challenging the connections between
capitalist destruction and collaborative
survival within multispecies landscapes;
demonstrating the potential for fungal
ecologies to foster a better understanding
of cohabitation in a time of significant
human destruction.

Notes

(1) Wilhelm R. (trad.) and C.G. Jung
(Foreword), The | Ching, or, Book of
Changes. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 3rd edition, 1967.

(2) https://ablinger.mur.at/i+r_the-real.
html

(3) https://ablinger.mur.at/i+r_the-real.
html

(4) Tsing, A., The Mushroom at the End
of the World: On the Possibility of Life

in Capitalist Ruins. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2015.
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Transverse Waves In Phantom Space
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Transverse Waves In Phantom Space

It’s easier to create an
exhibition in isolation. If

only we didn’t have this
misbegotten, biological desire
to welcome someone else into
our world. Another person,
maybe? Yet contemporary
curating seems to persist in
this welcoming, an act that
requires so much patience,
compassion, and sacrifice
because we believe that by
co-organising a perfect world
for the many, we might come
closer to knowing love.

Taking collective curating as
a starting point, Transverse
Waves In Phantom Space
assumes the form of a
collaborative writing project
that explores the communal
uplift of the city of Shanghai.
It’s triangulations of
skyscrapers, the muted soul-
baring glisten of its river, its
univocal food metaphors, the
sitcom humour of grouchy
men spitting on the streets,
the hypnotic etched on marble
Chinese luxury and its capital
imbalance that festers deep
within.

Taking the perspective of the
overwhelmed, but exhilarated
student of the world — unsure
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about their place in the big
picture. The project positions
itself in a fictional world that
unfolds in 3 chapters that
will manifest in the exhibition
to question and confront

the liquidity of watershed
experiences in being at the
heart and the underworld of
China’s cultural capital.

Through paintings, video,
sculpture, sound and
installation the exhibition
summons scaffolding images
that becomes the anvil that
forges the distinct voices and
narrative surrounding each
chapter. They may arc and
bend in odd new ways but the
text becomes unshakable like
a radioactive radio frequency
that emits transverse waves in
phantom space.

18
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Room Without a View is a
collective construction staging
our shared concerns and
reflections within a re—created
hotel bedroom environment.
Having come together for
one month of intensive
exchange and discussion on
the curatorial field at large,
several spaces have emerged
as sites for observation,
discussion, and experiment.
The communal areas of the
hotel, for example, and the
bedrooms with their double
beds, curtains, and frosted
glass panels dividing the
bathrooms, function as
extensions of the program’s
dedicated spaces for
conviviality, exchanges, and
affinities.

As visitors to the city of
Shanghai, many of us here
for the first time, we adopt
our personal daily experience
as a curatorial strategy,
transposing an abstracted
version of this hotel room
into the gallery. By gathering
several emblematic and
active elements, such as

an ever—filming camera

and a wallpaper displaying
our continuous WeChat
conversations, the installation

functions as an imaginary film
set, or a performative stage,
reflecting on the fast-paced
rhythm of our residency in
Shanghai. Within this set,
moving image and sound
pieces disrupt and respond
to the scenography, while a
series of performances will
unfold. This project not only
translates our experience
into a condensed form, but
also conveys our shifting
and manifold concerns as a
collaborative platform.

Works by Yan Jun, Qinmin Liu,
and Ye Funa.

Installation by Yufei Liang.

With SAFA Graduate Students.
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