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He Who Transcends Vision
Yu Fei
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Yu Linhan has been filled with stress and anxiety since as early as a few months before
this solo exhibition. For him, who grew up in Beijing and has been living in Berlin for
years, this is his third solo back in China; instead of his new works and the preparation
of the show, what really drove him crazy was the international journey that takes more
time now than ever before. The highly risky enclosed aircraft cabin and the boring
quarantine experience in an unfamiliar place aroused in him, who had been
neurasthenic already, a mood of double unease - inwardly, about his own health and,
outwardly, about the social reality - so he couldn’t tell what scenario he was enacting -
escaping into the mountain from the world or returning to reality from the mountain.
As Yu sees it, art and reality are two worlds symbolic and metaphoric of each other,
hence ubiquitous fortuities and remote similarities in between. The outbreak of this
global pandemic elevated the double unease, one of his personal features, into some
inner consensus of the entire humankind. Nevertheless, public incidents and personal
experiences can never be the direct subject matter of Yu Linhan’s art, but infinite
inducers of his inner experience, which he then keeps detonating and spreading in his
artwork.
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Starting from about two years ago, his now signature Gentian Violet series was inspired
by the mouthpiece he encountered in a routine pulmonary function test in Germany,
which generated a divide, refocusing Yu Linhan’s art, which had long been
concentrated on bodily expression, onto personal experience in medical contexts, and,
visually, developing from tight monochrome bands to grids of color masses. The
creative logic at the time, obviously based on the photography of known matter, kicked
off the current stage of his art. Extremely obscured portrayals of objects or extracts
from reality have been shaped by photos of medical equipment at different angles and



then screen prints with different shades of color. Just as Susan Sontag has noticed,
photography itself cannot possess reality but only images as the shadows of reality, so
it can lead into a world of unfamiliarity. Moreover, the implication of the prototype is
further dissimilated and abstracted with the repetition and accumulation of images.
Like we’d slowly lose awareness and perception of the individual identity when
overwhelmed by the numerous highly similar yet distinguishable lips in Andy Warhol’s
Marilyn Monroe’s Lips, the images of the disposable mouthpiece Yu spreads on the
canvas, as some body entry incarnate, open to viewers in the messy void and serve as
the evidence of us being examined and spied on over and over, but, in fact, we know so
little about ourselves.
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If Yu Linhan cracked open a door to the inside of the human body with his Gentian
Violet series, he didn’t linger but marched on not long after. Prompted by the
disposable mouthpiece he used as the trigger of a temporary intervention into the
human body, Yu Linhan started to pay rather systematic attention to artificial organs
that are serving or about to serve human bodies closely. In this sense, Yu Linhan has
taken a leap from present-tense individual experience to future-tense imagination
about human bodies. Like a discreet human factors engineer, he created a series of
artificial organs by means of 3D modeling, including the cochlea, nasal cavity, eyeball
and nervous system, for a design of the upcoming future, and he named this series
Foreign Organ. Instead of a technoholic, Yu Linhan is clearly a skeptic of mechanism:
Can we allow the concept of human to be deconstructed by technology? Can we treat
the human body as a machine? Can human organs be simplified as replaceable plug-ins?
Are feelings only chemical substance secreted by human bodies? Can the imaging of the
human body with precision medical equipment show all the mystery of life?
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Yu Linhan’s confusion and worry about technology ethics can be found everywhere in
his art. He applies homogenizing black to the screen-printing images of artificial
organs, smears blue with a metal texture randomly around the images to remind
viewers of medical environments and cold machinery, and puts up a space seemingly of
different curvatures on the plane canvas where the rotating artificial organs flicker like
numerous and jumbled foreign matters invading the body on a large scale, causing
multi-sensory vibration again and again. Imagine every time when Yu Linhan has to lay
the canvas on the floor to make a piece: his painting movements on the canvas make
him look like being constrained at the center of a black storm and fighting violently for
the right to control his body.
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Once again, Yu Linhan found new metaphors for the repetitious confrontations and
struggles between situations under control and out of control. In his latest Control Plan
Series, Yu upgrades the artificial organs of his last stage to a series of seemingly more
random images, like the ancient instrument of torture aiming for the head, the neck
protector and the strait-jacket for those who are mentally ill. They are from different
times, for different groups of people and have different roles to play, but all have to
be applied to the human body closely. There seems to be only a fine line between
protection and restraint. Yu Linhan adopts a more highlighting color for the conflict, so
we can see the scarlet instrument flow and drip around the canvas, a scene that seems
able to impose physiological aches. What’s tightly interactive is the green shadow
outside the red figure. The conformity of Yu Linhan’s loose brushwork to the screen
traces is not only a story of the shadow following the form but also seems to create a
kind of interference and conditioning, like giant beasts entangled with and devouring
each other, hence the beauty of coquettishness and evil. Infatuation and fear are
always two sides of the same coin, just like the irresistible impulse to stare into an
abyss; in front of Yu Linhan’s wild and unrestrained paintings, viewers cannot help
letting their eyes dance to the unique rhythm of his brushwork.
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Not1ceably, Yu Linhan is gradually and intentionally enhancing the role of hand-painting
in his art and even makes hand-drawn lines the dominant component of his Armor
Series. Over the years, Yu Linhan has developed a lasting preference for drawing where
lines, the most important part, constitute the core of painting as he sees it. Before we
learnt to express with complicated colors, drawing lines to make shapes had long been
an inexplicable native ability. As one of the most irrefutable and abstract existences,
lines, light and free, can always confront the skeleton close to reality more easily and
approach refinement through necessary errors. In a series of works that depict the
human body and strait-jacket, a lot of rare blanks are left, which particularly
highlights the track of every single line, like a wound out of an exceptionally resolute
cut. Under the control of a social structure imitating the shapes of various devices,
every individual, perhaps, is dancing with shackles.
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In the 1970s, Illness as Metaphor tried to rectify the moral criticism and even political
oppression concerning diseases such as tuberculosis, AIDS and cancer, but nowadays the
spreading collective anxiety is making every single person a patient of the
contemporary society. Will we repeat the mistake getting monopolized by external
definitions like a blind follower and lose the chance of self-examination? The answer is
still up in the air. Certainly, art is no effective solution to practical social problems,
which, however, doesn’t stop it from building high spiritual resonance with other
individuals visually. Just as the microscopic and macroscopic worlds follow the same
physical laws, the similar yet different visual matrices in Yu Linhan’s several series will
transcend the visuals, form opposite matrix spaces with a remote link in between in
dispersion, and encounter introspection in the intervals during the process of viewing.



