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In He Xiangyu's recent work, he revisits a series of sculptures originally 

crafted in response to the contemporary living conditions of Asians in 

the West. He reorients their conceptual focus around the notion of 

'identity archaeology.' Examining the past and present from a near-

future perspective, this body of work reflects the evolution in the 

artist's thought process and execution, now situated in a broader 

temporal and spatial context. Contemplating the East as the origin of 

this expanded time-space, the artist explores how ancient dispositions 

and philosophies continue to influence people's actions today, how 

present challenges shape future possibilities, and whether tomorrow's 

vision can lead to a renewed understanding of the past and a critical 

reflection / correction of the present. These beliefs were evident in He's 

solo presentation at Sifang Art Museum's offsite space on Shanghai's 

Tongren Road earlier this year.

In expanding the concept of the 'readymade,' He extracts objects, 

emotions, thoughts, and their full contexts from reality, reshaping them. 

This new exhibition features the following works: Circular Resistance, 

Relic  |  G021022 DW:7, Relic  |  T021022 AW:7, and Untitled,  focusing 

on objects imbued with classical Chinese aesthetics and cultural 

connotations, such as elephants and stones, or drawing from figures 

and methods representing the cultural and aesthetic convergence of 

East and West. Recontextualizing these motifs within contemporary 

crises on both local and global scales, these works open up a subtle 

crevice where the artist endeavors to resolve complex issues that 

gradually unfold.
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After an extended period of living abroad, He Xiangyu re-examined 

and gained a deeper understanding of the Asian community in his 

surroundings, inspiring him to create a series of sculptural portraits 

based on his close friends. Carefully cast in silicone molds, the limbs 

and stature of the sculptural figure-a young girl with a slightly hesitant 

look-embody the graceful and tranquil qualities found in Eastern 

iconography. Her eyelids droop, and her hands poise as if attempting 

to grasp something intangible. The titles evoke archaeological records, 

and the works unfold around the concept of "identity archaeology." 

Living and working in a time that continuously challenges the notion 

of globalization, He seeks to explore the potential representations 

and characteristics of individuals who have experienced the crossing 

of geographical and cultural borders. Nearby, the sculpture of an 

"elephant" falls to the ground. Like an excavated relic that gradually 

emerged from the riverbed after the water dried up, the fallen elephant 

is a symbol of otherness and barbarism, disciplined by a forbidding 

external force. By inverting time and space, the sculptures invite viewers 

to look back at the present from the near future and ask: Is the current 

identity dilemma merely a self-imposed restriction? How should we 

establish profound networks across cultures?



 Circular Resistance

2023

 stainless steel, iron, natural stones

 from left to right:

492 66 139.5(h) cm 36  36 stones 774.5 40 137(h) cm 51  51 stones  

491 40 132(h) cm 26  26 stones  overall dimensions variable
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Stone plays a critical role in the evolution of human civilization. The 

distant Stone Age witnessed the development of a wide variety of 

stone tools, providing a non-written record of those primitive days. In 

ancient scriptures, young David ingeniously used a sling to incapacitate 

and defeat his formidable enemy-the giant Goliath-with a small piece 

of stone. During times of peace, stones revealed their serene and 

graceful qualities. Ancient Chinese scholars reveled in the beauty of 

natural landscapes and extended this love to fantastically shaped 

rocks found in nature, gradually forming a trend of collecting and 

appreciating stones.

The admiration for the natural order exhibited in stones reflects the 

cultural and spiritual essence of literati aesthetics, characterized by their 

pursuit of harmony and the Daoist notion of non-action.

Drawing from the cultural histories of stones, the artist staged a series 

of actions that culminated in the work Circular Resistance , where 

the interplay between nature and the manmade, randomness and 

intervention continues to unfold. The artist has gathered an extensive 

collection of stones with varying shapes and textures.

These stones were scattered far and wide by forces of nature, yet 

the artist's conscious choice of collecting them reversed this process, 

reconvening them from different locales around the world. The 

stones' heterogeneous mineral makeup creates gaps and cracks on 

their insides, resulting in uneven distributions of internal density, while 

the dynamic, spontaneous order of nature shaped their appearance-

the erosion of rivers and rains left the same distinctive circular texture 

on their surface, creating an illusion that these stones were artificial 



objects. The stones are strategically secured by a metal ring welded 

on a straight rod, which bends under each individual stone's distinct 

density and weight. The unique characteristics of each stone free 

them from predetermined constraints, while their shared round and 

tender features soothe the agitated tension between individuality and 

commonality, eventually dissolving into suspended curves, leaving us 

with an airiness so light that they appear to be floating on water.













 Untitled

2023

 stainless steel, iron, natural stones

159.2 24.5 18(h) cm, 12  12 stones 















 Untitled

2023

 gelatin silver print on glass 

 image dimensions 12 10 0.3 cm

 framed dimensions 58 56 3.5 cm







 Untitled

2023

 gelatin silver print on glass 

 image dimensions 12 10 0.3 cm

 framed dimensions 58 56 3.5 cm
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He Xiangyu (1986, China) is an artist and documentary filmmaker who 

lives and works in Berlin and Beijing. Emerging from a generation of 

artists who have experienced the radical changes in China's society 

reverberated within the economy and international relations, He 

Xiangyu's art practice is based on his unique cultural experience. Using 

a diverse range of media from painting, sculpture, installation, video to 

publication, his work contemplates and echoes the macro geopolitical 

and historical turbulence, and the micro conflicts they manifest in the 

fates of individuals through a series of projects with immense timespans 

and physical volumes. In He's works, the deliberate dislocation of 

materials, intimate perception of physical and mental experience, and 

the dispassionate historical perspective are brought into play; this very 

dynamic balance reflects the self-cognitive dilemma of a generation 

born from the historical fault line. He unveils and analyzes the collision 

and dissolution of cultures in complex contexts with a non-linear 

structure.

He Xiangyu's works have been shown in CAFA Art Museum, Beijing; 

Ullens Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing; TANK Shanghai; Long 

Museum West Bund, Shanghai; OCAT Institute, Shanghai; Para Site, 

Hong Kong; TOP Museum, Tokyo; The Drawing Center, New York; 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; Smart Museum of 

Art, Chicago; Kadist Foundation, San Franciso; LACMA, Los Angeles; 

KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin; Centre Pompidou, Paris; 

Castello di Rivoli Museum of Contemporary Art, Turin; MAXXI L'Aquila, 

L'Aquila; SONGEUN, Seoul among others. He Xiangyu's works were 

also presented at the 5th Ural Industrial Biennial of Contemporary Art 

(Yekaterinburg, 2019); 58th La Biennale di Venezia, China Pavilion 

(2019); 13th Biennale de Lyon (2015); 10th Shanghai Biennale (2014); 



5th Yokohama Triennale (2014); 8th Busan Biennale, Busan Museum 

of Art (2014). He Xiangyu was named as a finalist for the "Mario 

Merz Prize"(2021) and the "Future Generation Art Prize" (2014), won 

the 10th CCAA "Best Young Artist" Award (2016) and the "ARTNET 

Emerging Artist Prize" (2016). His interdisciplinary publication <Yellow 

Book> (published by Hatje Cantz, 2019) won the prize for "The Most 

Beautiful German Books" in 2020.


