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113 SPOTLIGHT  
THE WEATHER  
IS DRY, AND  
SO ARE THINGS 
GUAN XIAO  
IN CONVERSATION 
WITH SARAH  
JOHANNA THEURER

Tired of making 
artist statements, 

Guan Xiao has 
recently begun writ-
ing episodic poetry, 

akin to nursery 
rhymes, that accom-

pany her sculptures 
and link them to the 
narrative structure 

of her moving image 
practice. The fol-

lowing is a fragment 
of our dialogue, 

hopping over liquid 
grounds, alongside 
cracks, touching 

upon atmosphere, 
response-ability, 
and simulated 
environments. 
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123 SPOTLIGHT
A crack is something forthcoming, a 
change that has already begun. You 
don’t know the result, but you can 
know it is inevitably coming. Like a 
shadow, a crack can separate and 
melt things together. 
The Catcher: Dewdrops slide down, 
silently, and leaves waver. Fluffy 
grasses also quiver gently.
Dust starts to fly up from the ground. 
Pollens are everywhere. Plants try 
very hard to launch their seeds high 
up into the sky. Hairs and spores 
float around in the air…
Butterflies flap their wings. Crusta-
ceans and arthropod insects wag-
gle their tentacles. Rattlesnakes rat-
tle their tails. Frogs swiftly wind up 
their legs. Antelopes stretch out their 
muscular legs to run and leap… Under 
the backdrop of a microworld, body 
movements seem rough and even a 
bit clumsy. Like a spoon churning in 
the sea of molecules, it constantly 
cuts the world apart. It is as dense 
as the bullets shot from a heavy ma-
chine gun into a serene lake.
The irresistible sense of beauty is 
instantly shielded, like sound to be 
devoured by the water: a passivated 
single-channel tranquility, leaving a 
world teeming with clues.
However, the catcher hops within 
the field so skillfully that it perfectly 
avoids each and every crack. As a 
matter of fact, rather than hopping, 
it’s more like a ball hit back and 
forth, attached to a moving surface 
and trying its best to cooperate as 
if for the sake of soothing them… It 
fluctuates along with the wavy lines, 
vibrates the polylines, drops, and ris-
es along the parabola… Beyond the 
moving part, it’s absolute stillness. 
In other words, it moves in a static 
manner. Its body becomes a bag to 
collect smells. It will work as long as 
it’s open.

You describe the Catcher’s body as 
a carrier bag collecting smells. Can 
you explain that? 

I see life and/or narratives as made of 
pieces that we pick up. All the mem-
ories in the bag need each other, and 
they stick together and they become 
a bunch. They meet each other and 
in that way they become each oth-
er’s metaphor. In the studio, I work in 
accordance with this concept. I take 

everything from the bag, everything 
I picked up or collected. Then I try 
to construct those memory-images 
with the matter from my bag. Often 
the things we contain in ourselves 
are phenomena such as smells—at-
mospheres of a present that might 
not be our present moment.
We think this is our reality but once 
we have them in our bag, how can 
they still exist by themselves? They 
exist always in relation to their con-
tainer. For many years I have learnt 
Buddhism from two different gurus 
and it influenced my life and my work 
greatly. I learned that life is much rich-
er than any life we wish for or imag-
ine. Our horizon is so narrow. Our 
imagination is limited and limiting. 

This process of reshaping something 
pre-existing by over-imposing a sym-
bolic form from your imagination, is it 
reminiscent of practices like topiary 
gardening? 

I try to show the process of con-
structing those images. In the last 
series of sculptures, I used rope to 
tether everything together; and so 
it became part of the body of the 
sculpture, like how a spider’s web 
is somehow part of the spider and 
vice versa. In other cases the sculp-
tures are constructed as stacks—in a 
more linear, or sequential structure. 
Coming back to my refusal to make 
statements, I don’t want you to see 
the sculpture as a final object, or an 
end product. 

And your narratives, whether video 
or writing, act as a sort of psycho-
logical landscape film in which the 
sculptures appear as characters—or 
rather, events? 

I am not so happy with the idea of 
‘landscape,’ as a landscape has to be 
defined. Nature has acted as a foil for 
culture far too often. I prefer to think 
in terms of the environment, it’s more 
open. It can correspond with you. 

Your most recent video Just a Normal 
Day is a flood of images, intersect-
ed with plain text that reads like a 
package insert for over-the-counter 
drugs. The three channels juxtapose 
wildly different footage to an effect 
that I can best describe by quoting 
from that same video: “the flying 
flies buzz.” Do you seek to simulate a 
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certain experience 
or environment?

Most images come to me through 
screens. When I assemble foot-
age, or make metaphors, the body’s 
sensation helps me: sound, smell, 
and touch build up images in my 
head. When you stick your head out 
through the window, you can feel the 
temperature and the humidity of the 
air; your body resonates with the en-
vironment. Similarly, when you watch 
the same thing through your screen, 
your brain will trigger the same feel-
ings, generating the same image in 
your imagination. 

So in a way your sculptures operate 
as surrogates for living beings?

Yes, when I make sculpture, I fol-
low a similar process. Several imag-
es form a moment, a bunch of frag-
ments glued together. The backdrops 
that often appear in my installations 
display the environment where I find 
all other matter. In the sculpture Doc-
umentary of Agriculture: Gathering 
(2019) I used a pattern made from 
a layer scan of a city, I don’t know 
which one. It stands in as an ab-
stracted simulation, a metaphor, of 
the idea of a contemporary urban life, 
where the day-to-day overshadows 
the underlying structures, assump-
tions, pre-dispositions and potential 
cracks. The sculptures’ characters 
are—like us—shaped by what they are 
exposed to through visual and audi-
tory experience. 

Their being is in response to their en-
vironment. Donna Haraway speaks 
of a practice of response-ability. How 
do you understand that notion?

It does not only mean we are taking 
responsibility for what the world is 
right now, but it also enables a re-
sponse to the experience of the world. 
Contrary to what science makes us 
believe, most phenomena tend to be 
unpredictable, unexplainable, uncate-
gorizable. We are not in control of the 
variables that define us. Our ability to 
adapt is perhaps our sole, but very 
transformative power.

How do we or the sculptures adapt 
to the world? Could music play a role 
in this? I am asking because I know 
it often appears in your work as a 

GUAN XIAO cultural artefact. I am thinking of Just 
a Normal Day blurting Dionne War-
wick’s evergreen What the World 
Needs Now Is Love, for example. 

Yes, although it is not about a gen-
eral love for someone or something, 
it is about the relationships and dif-
ferences as something multilateral. 
If matter constantly converses and 
changes, there are no total oppo-
sites, so in a way metaphor is the 
only way for us humans to under-
stand or grasp the world. I think love 
can be an attractor of response-able 
relationships between all entities. 

Which makes me think of your re-
peated reference to the seminal 
Japanese animation Neon Genesis 
Evangelion. In your video, we see 
the main character’s feet tentative-
ly wading in a translucent liquid. In 
the series plot, immersing oneself 
into the liquid allows the human pilot 
to mentally sync with their machine, 
the Eva. In another story, you quote 
from the same anime “The blue neon 
lights adorn his room as fancy as the 
sea.” Why are you invoking these liq-
uid grounds? 

Before I go to sleep, I often read 
comics on my phone. It gets com-
pletely dark in the room, and when I 
try to move my eyes from the screen, 
I lose orientation for a brief second. 
The screen sucks me in, and spits 
me out again. There is always this 
gap, a pause, it cannot be a smooth 
flux. So you see, embodiment is re-
lated to our environment, it is an 
ecological question. For example, Just 
a Normal Day features all these re-
cordings of nanotechnology trying 
to fix something in a micro-world. 
Through the lens of the microscop-
ic camera it looks like a huge world. 
If we change the dimension, what’s 
big and obvious and important could 
be nonexistent. For the little bug, 
the Himalaya is not existent because 
it’s too big. Big could mean import-
ant, but it could also mean non-ex-
istent. There is this tradition in Zen 
culture where the master trains the 
students by suddenly hitting them 
and it makes them snap out of their 
current reality. The main goal of this 
practice is to make the student break 
out. Of course, it does not have to be 
a punch in the face, it can also be a 
joke, or a sound.
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