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Hu Yinping:
Experiment of Work Utopia

In the winter of 2016, Arrow Factory, an independent art space in a Beijing Hutong,
was turned into a boutique of fashionably displayed knitted hats for the artist Hu
Yinping’s solo exhibition. Each of the 65 hats looks uniquely designed and well
handmade. Hu Yinping was not a female artist who uses knitting, a type of labour
typically associated with women, as her principal medium of practice. Instead,
these hats are the creation of her mother, who lives in a small town in Sichuan.
She knits to kill time and earn occasional minor income. The title of the exhibition,
Xiao Fang, was the fictional middleman the artist asked her friend to play, in order
to purchase her mother’s knitting. The artist's project is essentially the act of
fabricating an identity, purchasing, and collecting her mother’s knitting, whereas
hats are only the displayable by-products that the gallery system of contemporary
art can accommodate.

The artist explained in the exhibition statement that she was appalled by the paltry
compensation her mother could gain from selling hand-knitted beanies through

a middleman in the local market. As revealed in a later interview, her mother
earned only 1.8 yuan (about 0.02 pounds) per beanie (Zhao C., 2017). That was

on the condition that she kept costs to a minimum by using the cheapest yarns
because the middleman did not pay for the yarns. These beanies are sold cheap
100, targeting low-income old people who cannot afford the luxury of design, colour
or quality beyond its basic function. Mostly grey, a colour that dominates low-end
garments for old people in China, these beanies are known as ‘laonian mao’ (hats
for old people) (see Figure 1b). The artist’s mother was not alone in this business. In
her town, many other women about her age were involved.

Their time is worth little in the market, lamented the artist. Indeed, her mother and
other women selling knitting are in their 50s and 60s and undesirable in a labour
market demanding long working hours and sole devotion to jobs. Laid off from a
socialist factory in the late 1990s, the artist's mother was never again in formal
employment but took various part-time jobs alongside domestic responsibilities.
Selling knitting was one of these jobs and became visible to the artist during one

of her infrequent visits because a big sack, which was filled up by the beanies her
mother knitted over a year, struck the artist as odd. She learned that her mother had
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been doing this for some years and the middleman was said to come once a year to
collect and buy their knitting. But there was no guarantee whether he would come
and how many he would buy.

Although anger at the unreasonably petty compensation was Hu's immediate
strongest feeling, she later came to realise and acknowledge her mother’s will and
agency in engaging in this labour. She clarified in our interview that women in her
mother’s town do not feel obliged to sell their knitting to this middleman and they
sell because they find the pricing reasonable, despite the obvious disadvantage and
lack of bargaining power. Given her mother’s agency, Hu Yinping does not mean

to approach the project Xiao Fang as an act of resisting market exploitation on her
mother’s behalf, but as an act of care, filial piety, and love. As a migrant in Beijing
striving for an artistic career in a precious work environment, Hu can only visit

her parents in Sichuan once or twice a year. She regretted that she had taken the
ageing of her mother for granted and the big sack of grey sad looking ‘laonian mao’
symbolised the time her mother spent without the daughter’s care or company.
She almost burst into tears, noticing her mother’s hands roughened by repetitively
handling cheap coarse yarns to ensure the petty profits. However, as the Chinese
are traditionally not expressive in their feelings to family members, there does not
seem to be a better way of showing care and love to her mother than to give her
money and ensure her a comfortable material life. Yet it has to be done through the
fagade of commodified labour because, for the same reason of love, her mother
would not take Hu's money for nothing. Hence, Xiao Fang, a fictional middleman,
took over. Hu Yinping told her mother that a new middleman Xiao Fang could offer
a much higher price and persuaded her to sell knitting solely to Xiao Fang by post.
To eliminate the hazard of handling cheap coarse yarns, the artist makes Xiao Fang
provide fine quality woollen yarns to her mother. Believing that green is better than
grey for her mother’s eyesight, the artist often sends green yarns. Xiao Fang then
purchases the knitting at whatever prices that the mother considers reasonable.
The project is a success for the artist’s goal, as it prompts more communication and
topics of conversation between the mother and daughter.

Through the project Xiao Fang, the artist rejects the market value of her mother’s

labour, even though it was initiated as an act of love. It is precisely Hu's altruist
pursuit that turns her mother’s labour into a non-capitalist one, despite the apparent
form of commodification. Repudiating the demand-supply mechanism of pricing,
Hu, the purchaser of her mother’s labour, hands over the power to set prices. There
is no control of quality, quantity, or working hours. Her mother is allowed to knit hats
whenever she will and however she wants them to be.

The artist was also surprised by the concomitants of changed labour conditions.
The project becomes a textbook illustration of Marx's ideal of free labour that fulfils
human potential. Her mother has developed not only creativity but also confidence
and social visibility, in addition to financial security. It also wins her more power in a
traditional patriarchal family.

Figure 1a (left) A screenshot of ‘laonian mao’ from a big Chinese online retailer
Figure 1b (right) The Exhibition Xiao Fang at Arrow Factory, 2016, photo provided by the artist

The changes began when her mother received the new yarns. ‘She has never seen
yarns of such fine quality before’, said the artist with a flair of pity. The fine quality of
these yarns alone gave her mother a sense of worthiness of her labour. She felt the
responsibility of turning these yarns into nice hats, so she began to invest time and
thinking. Knitting grey beanies from the cheapest yarns was a simple repetitive task
she managed while watching TV. Now she takes time designing the colour and
style of each hat and takes the risk of experimenting, undoing a design if it does not
please her. As the exhibition shows, her mother knitted hats of different styles, such
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as berets with pompoms, brimmed hats with flowery decorations, and bucket hats,
which are far more colourful and elaborate than ‘laonian mao’ (see Figure 1). She
invented her own styles too and even named some of them. ‘Fengxue mao* (wind-
snow hat), a headgear that covers the whole head with holes for eyes and mouth,
was inspired by the mother’s experience of Beijing's cold snowy winter (Zhao C.,
2017). As the artist understood from her communication with her mother, the pricing
is based on the time, technique, and the cost of experiments (Hu, interview, 18
February 2022). Her baseline was the 1.8 yuan she made from a grey beanie, so at
the beginning, she only asked for 10 to 35 yuan. Later she gradually felt comfortable
asking for more, and the price got up over a hundred when her hats got fancier and
more creative. Over a year, her mother knitted more than 300 hats which were all
posted to Xiao Fang in Beijing.

The stable income also made her mother feel confident to step out of the private
sphere. As an indicator of her mother's rising confidence, the artist noted that her
mother decided to use her own name to send and receive packages. In the past, the
artist always wrote her dad as the recipient when she posted things back home. Not
only it was assumed that the dad is in charge of any ‘external’ and economic affairs,
but also practically her dad is known to the local post office. The artist explained
that probably the postman didn't even know about her mother (Hu, interview, 18
February 2022). Even decades through the market reform, the social scene of this
small town seems to remain centred around danwei (work units). Her mother has no
social visibility because she does not belong to a work unit. It was convenient for the
post office to locate her dad, a person who can be identified by his work unit. But
now Hu's mother has her own business connections with the outside world, which
she felt comfortable claiming under her own name.

Hu Yinping’s experiment with ideal labour continues in another project in 2018
called Lingjie ni zhen bang (You have done great, Sister Ling). Through an artist’s
residence project, Hu got to know Ling, a peasant who grows her rice without using
herbicide even though this means much more work and lower productivity. Hu
Yinping was impressed by Ling's determination to act differently in a village where
everyone else uses herbicide to save the hassle of uprooting weeds manually for a

good harvest. Ling’s efforts paid off in a different way: her rice tasted the best and
that prompted the artist to ask why. Ling showed Hu Yinping the rice field and an
idea came to her. 'l am going to liberate her in that rice field! | was quite excited even
thinking about what | was about to do’, said the artist in our interview. Again, this
experiment takes the form of economic exchanges, a contract between Hu Yinping
and Ling. It was agreed that Ling would not grow any corps but anything else as she
will in that small piece of land, and in compensation, the artist pays Ling the income
she could otherwise earn from growing rice. The contract is for ten years. In the first
year, ‘Ling had her husband grow flowers on that field as gifts to herself, the artist
told me, ‘This is so romantic, far more romantic than | expected!’ In this project, Hu’s
pursuit of free labour liberated from the necessity of work becomes explicit. She
sought after ‘ziyou' (freedom) and ‘jiefang’ (liberation) and she felt excited about it.

On the other hand, the project Xiao Fang has been expanded to include other
women, most of whom are her mother's former colleagues laid off from the same
socialist factory. Although the financial pressure increases, Hu Yinping tries

her best to create an honourable and respectable work environment through
reasonable pricing, encouragement of creativity, and additional remunerations.

Like many other Chinese artists who are not usually informed by theories, Hu

said she did not read Marx and did not really have a clear idea of communism or
socialism as concepts. But as my interview with the artist unfolds, her personal story
reveals that her ideal of respectable and honourable labour, labour as valued and
meaningful, comes from the fading memories of the socialist factory, the work unit
which she spent her childhood in but no longer exists. Her sentiment toward the
value of the labour of her mother’s cohort comes from the altruist care they showed
to her when she was a toddler. She recalled to me that her mom'’s colleagues took
turns feeding her while they were on shift. At a time when children were allowed
around the workplace, they were raised partially by the collective effort of women

in the same work unit. By contrast, what the artist experienced in the transition
from the planned economy to a market economy was poverty and misfortune. She
perceived the anxiety of her parents relocating themselves, finding new ways of
living, and the resulting negative impact on family life. In a way reminiscent of the
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socialist factory, Hu Yinping distributed free housework goodies to those who now
work for Xiao Fang. ‘In the past, we were all happy getting these goodies from

the work unit. It doesn't cost much but brings simple happiness’, said Hu Yinping.
Perhaps this also brings back a sense of care and belonging, which was lost for those
who were laid off from a work unit.

However, in contrast to this work utopia Hu Yinping created for other women, the
artist herself has to face the market reality. Having around 50 women working for
Xiao Fang, the cost of her project expanded from 15,000 to 30,000 and then 50,000
yuan per year. Even though Hu decided to sell the knitting she collected, the income
cannot by far sustain this utopia. The artist must cover the loss by selling sculptures,
which are not central to her artistic practices. In her upcoming exhibition, Hu Yinping
is going to juxtapose the work utopia and the reality of an artist's work by showcasing
both her sculptures made for money and her projects made for art.1

1 The exhibition, originally scheduled to open in April 2022, was postponed due to the
rising cases of Covid in Shanghai.
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‘The Endless Garment” Unpicks the Fashion
Industry 5o

Curated by Jeppe Ugelvig and Poppy Dongxue Wu, the group show at Bejing’s X
Museum, questions identity, community and controversial impact of the global
fashion industry

‘The Endless Garment’ at Bejing’s X Museum is the second of two exhibitions
curated by Jeppe Ugelvig and Poppy Dongxue Wu to explore garment production
in Asia. Containing 26 works by artists and designers based in Asia or from the
Asian diaspora, the show questions ideas about identity, belonging, community
and global interconnectedness in the fashion industry. And more subtly, perhaps,
it touches on the considerable and controversial impact of the clothes business on
the environment.

Evelyn Taocheng Wang considers the idea of ‘elegance’, a concept whose definition
is both personal and cultural. Her Spreading Elegance (2019) is an installation

that contains letters written by the artist's friends — given in exchange for a piece

of clothing by designer Agnés B — which explain their individual understanding

of elegance (Agnés B was, until recently, considered by many Asians to be the
epitomy of European chic). In het kleine verhaal - 1ste_3de (2019), traditional Xuan
rice paper sheets (decorated with ink drawings, Chinese calligraphy and Mylar)
hang from two Agnés B garments, transforming the clothing into a piece of art and
thus achieving an aesthetic that embraces both East and West.

The plight of older migrant workers in China is brought to the fore by Hu Yinping's
contribution to the show. Once they return home to the places they left to find work
in the cities, these people are faced with the prospect of no further employment.
The artist invited out-of-work migrant workers in her hometown in Sichuan to
produce hats and bikinis. Over the years, this has led to the development of a
community of knitters, each of whom have used the work to help them find a new
sense of purpose. In Xiao Fang (2021), a work commissioned for this show, Hu
asked the women to decorate working people's uniforms with words or phrases
they associate with their jobs (for example, on the uniform of a delivery person, we
repeatedly find the word kuai 'fast’). Hu's work crosses divides and helps connect
the older generation with the younger, the unemployed with the employed, the rural
with the urban.

Checkered-plastic laundry bags are strongly associated with migrant workers in
China, as well as with immigrants and refugees in many other parts of the world.
Traveller's Checks (2021) by the German-Vietnamese artist Sung Tieu highlights
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the irony of these humbile, utilitarian bags being rebranded by several fashion
brands as desirable items for the global jet-setter. The collective Shanzhai
Lyric (a 'poetic research and archival unit') reverses this proposition in its latest
video CNANEL (2021), which explores how inexpensive counterfeit products
copy international luxury brands, resulting in fashion trends that become both
global and mass market.

Evelyn Taocheng Wang, het kleine verhaal —1ste_3de, 2019, installation view.
Courtesy: the artist and X Museum, Beijing

The installation He Wanted to Talk About Love. The Blue that Pulsates Through
All Living Things (2021) results from a collaboration between fashion designer
Philip Huang, artist Korakrit Arunanondchai and ECCO Leather. It features
a new version of Arunanondchai's serial video work Painting with History in
a Room Filled with People with Funny Names 3 (2021), which is presented
inside a womb-like space formed of handwoven textiles and indigodyed
leather hidesthat have been digitally printed with stills from the video. The
artists’ collective goal here was to produce natural, indigo-dyed leather without
synthetics.

Philip Huang and Korakrit Arunanondchai, He Wanted to Talk About Love. The Blue
that Pulsates Through All Living Things, 2021. Courtesy: the artists and X Museum,
Beijing

‘The Endless Garment’ underscores the interconnectedness and interdependence
of the global fashion business. Ugelvig and Wu highlight the thematic strands

that can help describe this complicated industry, such as globalization,
commercialization and exploitation. Works in the exhibition engage with the labour
conditions and inequalities that are implicit to the production chain.

‘The Endless Garment’ is on view at X Museum, Beijing, China, until 3 March 2022.

Main image: Hu Yinping, Xiao Fang, 2021. Courtesy: the artist and X Museum,
Beijing
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H u Yin pin g . By firmly belief, | had this idea that Cao: But then you were obsessed by this ‘awfully ugly’
* I was an orphan accidently found by my parents photo, for what reason?
somewhere in a corner
SU PE R TrOUblemaker Hu: No one would forget such a photo in which a
Cao: The exhibition is entitled ‘Identity’. Why is it? subject look so similar to oneself yet so ugly. (laughing)
Interviewed by Cao Siyu, [Y-People] , ARTYOO But this might be related to the frustrating-esque
15th March 2016 Hu: It was a photo sent to me on WeChat from a education to my childhood. As a child, | was told by
long-lost friend in 2012. He thought the woman in my mother that | was found somewhere, instead of
that photo was me. My first reaction to this image being their own. The description was in quite some
was ‘Fuck, how on earth could | be that ugly!" Ha detail, for instance, how dreadfully was the flood the
ha, the saying of ‘ldentity’ was something following year | was born, how did they find me in a basket by
afterwards. the river, and how did they bring me home, etc.

- __“.i‘

She says there are lots of things you must do in your
life, like having meals, alcohol and sex, but only not
working or earning money. She wants to be one of
the 1% people making the world looks more lovely.
She is a super troublemaker, also an adventurer
exploring deep inside to look for answers. Her name
is Hu Yinping, one of the most powerful woman
appears in my life.

Hu Yinping, ‘/dentity’, Solo Exhibition, Curated by Dai
Zhuoqun, Mo Projects.

Sent to Hu Yinping from her friend, this is the photo of that
unknown woman.
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Hu painted these mono-coloured paintings when she was

imagining all the possible looks and states of that unknown
woman

Cao: Parents lie.

Hu: Children are not able to identify the truth, but | did
verify that it was indeed flooding the year | was born,
thus for a long time in my childhood, | had been firmly
believing that | was not their child.

| could be anyone with any identity

Cao: You were borne the stamp of years of that story,
and did this influence your attitude to this unknown
woman?

Hu: To some degree, yes. | think this person is
somehow related to me, or hopes to be connected.

Hu Yinping merges the face into different identities, roles
and backgrounds, makes the absurdity apposite.

The biker jacket was made by Hu Yinping herself, to have a

deeper fantasy and understanding of the unknown woman

Therefore, when | looked at this photo again, | found
myself observing this woman, rather than dislike her.
A mirror is normally for dressing and making up, but
if it gave a chance to look inwards, it would suddenly
show me a stranger with whom | was quite unfamiliar.

Cao: Indeed, looking at a mirror, this must be careful.
Hu: Ha ha, it is funny to be unfamiliar to myself, and |
started to paint self-portraits by looking at the mirror,
| wanted to paint the somewhat strange face well. |
had my hair styled then, we were pretty alike at that
moment.But | had no idea about this person, | can
only paint in mono-coloured background, and ended
up painting everything directly in mono-coloured, |
was open minded.

Cao: Have you tried of other ways to be involved in
your imagination?

Hu: It was too dull. | started to do magazine cuttings,
pasted her face on people with different identities,
tried to figure her identity out, but you would notice
those people with new faces are neither her nor me.
Each of them could be anyone, a person with any
identity.

Cao: All of them make sense?

Hu: Bizarre, | would say. It would be awesome to paste
the face onto a female Secretary of the Municipal
Committee and imagine myself being a politician,

it would also be sexy to paste it onto an AV idol.
Substituting a face would make people empathetic.
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Copy another woman into me

Cao: That picture’s aesthetic does not look like from
our time.

Hu: It is not a daily state, with a lot of imaginations.
This person might be very old now, might be from
some another country, might be a man, (laughing) but
the jacket is a lot Biker than a usual one.

Cao: And you had the answer in this way? About that
woman.

Hu: No, painting is much too subjective, it only works
with the ‘form’. That photo is so real, and my work
could be more realistic. As the information given by
the original picture have to be recreated, the jacket

| bought online was mostly unstitched. | made all
those things, including badges and things with
incomplete information, such as the embroidery
patch, which has a word start with the letter P, so |

had it embroidered with the word ‘PEACE’, May Peace
Prevail On Earth. (laughs)

Cao: You were in.

Hu: Right, styling my hair, taking selfies. But the
problem is, | could not take a photo with the exact
atmosphere by my own, and | was too skinny to have
the apposite weight at the time. The salty water |
drank the night before my second shoot successfully
caused a swollen face the next day, but my eyes

turned out to be a slit. | still did not make it. (laughs) It
ended up with my gaining weight plan.

Cao: You were addicted.

Hu: This is quite addictive. | expected to be infinitely
close to her whilst shooting, which became my
methodology after | made the jacket, which was a
task | wanted to do when | finished painting. The
most difficult part on shooting was the eyes, | have
to understand her state from the bottom of my

heart. | was in these selected images closest to her,
comparing both of our temperament and state each
time. It is subtle, her eyes are confident, indifferent,
sharp and steadfast. There is too much information in

her photo, and something powerful is behind her face.

Cao: Do you lack something?

Hu: Probably an occupation, female commissar,
female doctor, female boss, female leader, female
village chief...(laughing)

A troublemaker

Cao: You took this image as your ID photo.

Hu: My bag was stolen, | happened to reapply for
identification documents. | happened to have her
jacket, her hair, her fringe, and | just went to the police
office to reapply all of these seriously. (laughs)

Cao: You always make trouble, and you did do this in

your other works.

Hu: Many things are constant, like events and
information, as our circle is not big. A lot of things are
untouchable. Create unexpected chances for yourself.

Cao: You created opportunities lead to unexpected
events, and have people involved.

Hu: Everything is an encounter that exists in a large
system. You don't have a choice every time, what you
can do is dealing with them in your own way. People
can be accidently involved.

Cao: You design works, as if you are the boss with
some unseen force behind each plot, and you
yourself rarely appear in your own works. You enjoy it?
(laughing)

Hu: It's good to be a boss (laughs). | have a Boss Club,
which actually has only one member, i.e. me, and |
work for this club to design and employ other people
to participate in my events.

Cao: You name your works in date since you accept
their properties as events.Hu: I'm not an expert
naming an ‘event’. | would say ‘event’ is a movement,
and you wouldn't know what kind of reaction that one
movement would cause. It would be reasonable to
entitle all of these previous events separately in their
happening date.

Cao: Like creating paradoxes? Playing pranks?
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Hu: Definitely not pranks. Rules are already there.
All 1 do is adding a bit of difficulty. They call me a
‘troublemaker’.

Cao: '‘Heiqgiao Night Away' is the case.

Hu: If ‘Heigiao Night Away’ was a game, what | did
was only upgrading it at the end. The upgradation was
for artists, also for the space and curator, it involves
my standpoint.

Cao: Can you talk about the motif?

Hu: Everyone was in utilitarian manner and planning
to make something different on the last day of this
project ‘Heigiao Night Away', which was lasting for a
long period of time. So | asked someone to employ
two migrant workers to guard at one meter away from
the space. They signed the contrast, without knowing
who their employer was. They were so responsible
that they could even guard with their lives. It turned
out to be a conversation between these two workers
and everyone else.

Cao: All you did was breaking rules and expecting
unexpected moments, including hiring a taxi and
keeping it turning left at street corners, and bringing a
gas cylinder into a museum.

Hu: ‘Calling Cab’ came from an invitation to exhibit
something. | was only given 500 yuan as material fees,
which is quite embarrassing, and the exhibition was
on a street with heavy traffic. | went to the location,

called a cab, asked the driver to keep turning left and
that would make a circle. So the car was basically and
physically going in circles around the location. ‘Gas
Tank' started with another invitation sent from an art
museum. After receiving the elevation and plan of
that museum, | asked one of my scientific friends to
carefully calculate the right amount of gas that could
destroy the whole museum if exploded, inflate a large
size gas tank and send it to the museum.

Cao: And the ‘VIP project that drove people to the
crematorium.

Hu: 'VIP' belongs to the Studio Developing Plan
originated by Haijie. There is no need to show my
studio, thus | asked the driver to wait somewhere

for people booked this tour. One person each time.
Itinerary and speed was presetted in advance, with
one of the stop at Pingfang Crematorium, and back to
the start point at the end taking the freeway. Visitors
were then curious, angry, doubted or excited, some
were also going to break up with me... My idea was
simple. Being sent to a crematorium after death is not
arule, it could be done some day when one is still
alive, for going to the destination to have a look.

If Everyone was professional, the world would not be
lovely anymore.

Cao: You hope to bring these unconventional things
into your life, thoughts and even acts, and have more
people participated and related.Hu: Our society is too
systematic — everyone is professional, has the same

values, 99% of them has the one of earning money.
Boring people such as me have no need to be that
professional then.

Cao: Being an artist means making every effort to be
one of the 1% people?

Hu: It's hard to say how much effort has to be made,
but it would be horrible if the whole world was unified.
People wouldn't be lovely if they were all professional.

Cao: Anything else is a must-do for you?

Hu: Too many, eating, pooing, drinking, intercoursing,
there are lots of must-dos. | had secretly filmed my
parents having sex, as ‘porn’ is resisted in China, and
sex is porn, in this logic sex is consequently resisted.
But people would congratulate whoever is pregnant.
We are ashamed of having sex, but cheer for the result
of having sex. The results of having sex are walking on
every street, meanwhile ashamed of what made them.
Isn't this bizarre?

Cao: | reckon your parents haven't known this yet?

Hu: They would take me to court. (laughs)

Translated by Xiaohui Feng



