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Empty Gallery is pleased to present Spillover, Shanghai-based artist Ann Zhao’s first exhibition in Greater Asia. Zhao’s 
title references a passage from Zhuangzi which classifies and ranks different modes of speech according to their ability 
to communicate the Dao. In this rarefied context, the term “spillover” refers to the indeterminacy of everyday speech in 
contrast to more fixed or formal modes—a self-renewing flexibility which allows plain words to keep pace with an underlying 
reality that is never static, but always dynamically changing.1 However, the term might refer equally to the chaotic breach of 
containment between one category and another—the inevitable pollution (or collateral damage) which occurs when the 
innate messiness of the subject spills over—as when the dissolution of a single relationship threatens the social coherence 
of a larger group or when illness or injury (the state of the body) compromise the supposed purity of an intellectual position. 

The heart of Zhao’s exhibition consists of Ben Ming Nian (本命年), an installation of twenty-four photographs on the gallery’s 
19th floor. Alternating between shadowy black & white and muted color, this sequence of images presents a selection of 
moments from the stream of Zhao’s daily existence. As always in her practice, self-disclosure and artistic identity operate 
along a fluid line of ambivalence, erasure, and potential reversibility. Despite being nominally diaristic, many of these 
images remain deeply inscrutable. More atmosphere than evidence, they furnish something like an emotional weather 
report of Zhao’s life with the twelve year curse.2

While availing themselves of the visual tropes of intimate disclosure—inconsistent exposure, spontaneous framing, drifting 
focus, and a certain mundane fragmentation—the photos in Ben Ming Nian deliberately fail to perform the function of a 
unified social/artistic persona. We are always too close or too far from the represented experience—so that our primary 
perception is that of a blurred boundary which we can barely begin to imagine crossing. The contours of this boundary 
multiply themselves into the shape of a minor narrative: the flight from New York, the deliberate and furtive construction 
of a new life in Shanghai, the dissolution of old attachments and the growth of new ones. A series of subtle motifs reveal 
themselves: nourishment (both victual and spiritual), a sense of passage between states, a regard for animal life. References 
to Zhao’s artistic practice appear in a handful of images––an unfinished painting, an abandoned motif—but by and large, 
their content is doggedly, almost aggressively, commonplace. Within this gesture lies one of the central concerns of 
Spillover, a questioning of the existential value of Art and artistic life which is at once radical and commonsense.

By forgoing painting, the medium most associated with her practice, Zhao deliberately refuses to furnish the goods 
expected of her. She instead substitutes a photographic record of her inactivity and the negative space created by refusing 
to self-produce. This is Strau’s “non-productive attitude” raised to the nth degree—a kind of reductio ad absurdum where 
the time spent not producing is itself, in a final inversion, displayed and made to perform the public function of an artistic 
act. 3 In Zhao’s analysis, so-called critical or advanced contemporary art is in a state of crisis. Perversely reduced to a series 
of ironic postures and facile end-game maneuvers, it is radically alienated not only from social consequence, but from its 
own origins in embodied experience. Zhao’s interest in Traditional Chinese Medicine—a practice she is now pursuing in 
lieu of painting—and its accompanying rhetoric of circulation furnishes a possible escape from this quagmire by allowing 
her to reframe questions of taste and validity as ones of vitality. Art fails to perform its proper function if its circulation is 
blocked or restricted within a narrow orbit of self-reference. It is cleaved from the energetic breath which nourishes our 
physical being and which is rhythmically expressed through the art object—not only in Chinese painting but equally in 
Minimalism, Conceptualism and other “advanced” forms of Western modernism. On this last point, it helps to remember 
the investment in energetic philosophies underlying the artistic practices of some of modernism’s most cerebral and 
protean practitioners—such as Duchamp and Picabia.

1 Chuang-Tzu, Chuang-Tzu: The Inner Chapters, trans. A.C. Graham, (Hackett Publishing, 2001), 26. 

2 本命年 Ben Ming Nian refers to the years that align with one’s personal Chinese zodiac, which occur every twelve years—one Zodiac cycle. One’s 
Ben Ming Nian is typically associated with misfortune and bad luck, due to the year corresponding with being in conflict with the corresponding Tai 
Sui 太歲 general of the year. Tai Sui is a celestial deity in Chinese folk religion, and there are sixty Tai Sui generals, thus they rotate on a sixty-year cycle.

3 Josef Strau, “The Non-productive Attitude”, in: Make your Own Life. Artists In and Out of Cologne, (University of Pennsylvania, 2006). 



These thematics were already hinted at in Zhao’s previous exhibition, whose title—Idiot Wind—brought into play a 
contradictory matrix of associations between wind as empty performative speech (windbag), deleterious external 
influence (feng) and vitalizing breath-image (qi). Here, we can productively contrast Kippenberger’s elevation of context 
over content—a phenomenon which has grown to truly epidemic proportions over the generations—and the attitude to 
reference underlying premodern Chinese painting, itself a densely intertextual practice: 

The proper conduct and teaching of the sage is that, though reference is at work (forming concreteness), he does not allow himself to 
be enslaved by that reference and that concreteness... He does not cling or give his allegiance or get bogged down, nor does he break 

loose and go without: this is what constitutes his availability.

From this perspective, the compulsion to perform the social role of an artist in our contemporary moment might be thought 
of almost as an illness, evidence of something like an insufficient relation to absolute reality. Ben Ming Nian challenges 
the viewer’s libidinal investment in Art as ideal and lifestyle—questioning why they are standing in a dark, airless chamber 
attempting to parse indecipherable fragments of another person’s life rather than living one themselves.

On the 18th floor, Zhao extends these thematics by staging a confrontation between two works from radically different 
periods of her own life. Untitled (2011) is a pastoral childhood painting which depicts an autumnal park teeming with 
wildlife, Curse (2026) replicates the same motif in black monochrome at an enlarged scale. Zhao’s self-appropriative 
gesture is simultaneously an enshrinement of an earlier moment, a repetition which reveals difference, and a meditative 
or therapeutic mirroring—something like an evaluation of existential distance traveled. The “work” here consists not in the 
two paintings themselves, but rather in the activated void or space of relation created between them. 

Curse ostensibly depicts the same subject as Untitled—a bench underneath a tree. Executed in brushy washes of gray and 
black, the outlines of these two environmental signposts are rendered blurred and unstable. Recognizable forms threaten 
to disappear into the overwhelming blankness of the painting’s ground. A certain mistiness in manner brings to mind 
blooming spores or clouds of pollution whilst conjuring the exhausted specter of the literati tradition. These sentiments are 
echoed in a colophon on the canvas’s edge which fantasizes about personal disappearance as a solution to the problem of 
loss. The cheerful animals which populated Untitled, and which seemed to signify a sense of spiritual wholeness are also 
markedly absent. Instead, we are left with a sense of profound deficiency.

The relation between these two artworks, both created while living in Shanghai, suggest a set of uncomfortable dualities: 
child/adult, ideal/real, innocent/cynical, simple/complex, and hope/despair—to touch on only a small handful. (Self)-
knowledge, experience, and the passage of time are represented as entropic rather than unifying forces. However, a 
prolonged experience of the space between them begins to unravel these seeming antinomies through the presence of 
a third term—the unstable body. Moving between the two paintings and returning to Curse, the disintegration of discrete 
forms which at first seemed purely negative begins to unfold itself. The canvas’s monochromatic field appears animated by 
a murky internal luminosity not unlike the dusty light which emanates from the scum on a pond’s surface. We notice the way 
in which the reduced forms of tree and bench are articulated not by positive outlines, but simply by virtue of the negative 
space left in Zhao’s gray overpainting. The vacancy of erasure gives way, if only haltingly, to the hopeful potentiality of 
blankness. The spectrum between naivete and self-knowledge is no longer unidirectional, but is instead rendered cyclical 
and reciprocal. This awareness of ceaseless process and perpetual incompleteness—also experienced as dissatisfaction 
or loss—emerges as the hardest earned lesson of maturity—indeed, one which we can never actually complete learning 
and must instead simply live with, resurrecting our own innocence in spite of ourselves. 

The pairing of Untitled and Curse speaks to an attempt at re-establishing circulation, to a re-ligation, a re-tying or re-binding. 
Here again, we encounter the potential for reversibility, but one which is not idealized, but rooted in the body and painfully 
wrenched from individual experience. Rather than hanging Curse, Zhao has opted to leave the canvas simply leaning 
against the gallery wall. By attenuating the closure of meaning and leaving open a space of transition, Zhao offers a final 
possibility: that the rejection of Art articulated so forcefully earlier in her exhibition may itself, too, offer itself up to change.
 

4 See Jacquelynn Baas, Marcel Duchamp and the Art of Life, (MIT Press, 2019).

5 François Jullien, The Great Image Has No Form, or On the Nonobject through Painting, trans. Jane Marie Todd, (University of Chicago Press, 2009), 

100-101.
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Untitled, c. 2011
Acrylic on canvasboard
16.12 x 24 x 1.37 in
41 x 61 x 3.5 cm



Curse, 2026
Acrylic on canvas
59 x 78.7 x 1.6 in
150 x 200 x 4 cm











I want to find a place to hide myself / to leave this familiar city / to forget my name / and tell a 
story that never ends / If you don't want any of it / I'll just disappear

I want to find a place to hide myself / free from art / free from dependence / free from the waiting 
/ To remove all the batteries / and disappear from the horizon



本命年, 2026
Set of 24, silver gelatin prints and c-prints
Dimensions variable 
8.7 x 12 x 1.6 in (each)
22.5 x 30.5 x 4 cm (each)







本命年 (detail), 2026
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Taro Masushio and Ann Zhao

TM: Currently, I’m personally less interested in theoretical fluff and more 
curious about how things are made, the practical stuff and the thought 
that accompanies it, but to start off I’ll begin with something broader.

Looking at the images of your work and reference materials shared 
with me, I started to think about the satellites orbiting this planet, old 
and new, subject to various forces and collisions, and many of them no 
longer in contact with the earth; no more transmission waves, barely 
held together by its own mass, floating in the outer space, the slow 
transit into cosmic dust. In part it has to do with understanding your 
work as complaints–which left me with questions; about what and to 
whom? 

The painting that states “I won’t create a Masterpiece” could be seen 
as a declaration or negative speech-act, but I wonder if it was closer 
to fortune-telling, terminally incomplete signal from elsewhere. Is it less 
an act of rebellion through non-production or the romanticization of 
impossibility, but more a document of what one understands as truth? 
When I saw the painting with the text “coping so hard I’m dying” I first 
misread it as copying so hard I’m dying—kind of like how entangled the 
notion of disappearance is in Sturtevant’s work. I think subconsciously I 
wanted to read your work against the grain of refusal, which has become 
an artworld buzzword, but also there is a bit of a slip internal to it. This 
thought takes me to the portrait of Nina Simone titled Little Girl Blues, 
and text painting that reads Niña—Simone being the quintessential 
figure in the discourse within black aesthetic of refusal, but also that 
Niña would be translated as “little girl.” In any case, can you tell me a bit 
about how you think about the figure and the text? Is there a relation? 

AZ: Her presence has a heaviness that I couldn’t get over. I tried to 
comprehend her as a person. There are seemingly endless entry points 
for this, but when I tried to use them to paint a picture of her, I just 
completely lost my grip on her. All the information dissolved her.

TM: On a related note, your paintings range from formal abstraction to 
figure to text. Do you see them through these categories? Or how do 
you approach the different methods and subject matters?

AZ: No. They all come from my inner life, so that’s the thread, and you 
never meet the same situation twice. If they start to look the same then 
I would probably be lacking in my aliveness.

TM: I really like this idea of aliveness—and that it matters to you. Can 
you tell me a bit more about it? Are there things that make you feel 
particularly alive or is it more of a constant state? 

AZ: I think it’s important that art isn’t created the same way it’s 
understood.

TM: You’re showing a painting you made as a child. What do you recall 
from this time of your life? What have you forgotten? Between the older 
painting and the recent painting based on it, which is more valuable to 
you? Or, how are they valued or not valued in different ways?

AZ: I was very into sports and daydreaming. And excited for the future. 
I was going to move to America and that gave me all sorts of ideas. 
But I think since actually moving there, I’ve become more backwards-
looking. I’m not attached to either painting, the value to me is in seeing 
how things have changed.



TM: The older, childhood painting you’re showing is essentially amateur. 
Could you tell me a bit about what it was like to revisit and redo the 
painting? Are they the same material? I understand that the scale is 
quite different. What remains and what has changed?

AZ: It was awful. It’s like when someone asks “what happened to you?”

They are both acrylic. Although the big one has some other stuff mixed 
in it. Acrylic on a big scale gets dry easily so I was spraying whatever 
liquids I had around on it.

TM: I’m curious about the fact you’re mostly showing photography 
for this exhibition. Can you tell me how you photographed them and 
how you arrived at this selection? When and where did you take these 
photographs?

AZ: In college I almost majored in photography. I loved the Onnanoko 
Shashinka/Girlie Photography movement with Hiromix and Yurie 
Nagashima. I got myself a Konica, but it got put aside as I began to 
be more focused on painting. For this show, I photographed them 
amateurishly and selected more thoughtfully, I would say. They were 
taken mostly in Shanghai, a few in California, and a few in the mountains 
of Anji.

TM: I like Nagashima too. Do you think you will continue to take 
photographs? Whether as art, or not…

AZ: Yes, I would like to work on my iPhone photography craft. Just for 
myself, film is unnecessary and expensive.

TM: Does medicine (more specifically Chinese medicine as I understand 
it) offer you or the world something art does not?

AZ: Yes.
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