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In this paper, we discuss and reflect on an ongoing process of  collaboration between Li Shuang and Zmart, a Shanghai-based art fabrica-

tion, handling, and installation team. Since late 2015, she has worked closely with them, offering various forms of  support and enabling 

them to produce works of  contemporary art on their own terms. The initial outputs of  this process were displayed in July 2016 at Lab47, 

an independent arts space in Beijing. The intention of  this process is to establish a collaborative relationship that empowers their produc-

tive agencies and allows them to reclaim the value inherent in their contributions to the work of  art. 

This paper is presented in two parts, but it is intended as a record of  dialogue between the authors, one of  whom, Li Shuang, envisioned 

and guided the process while the other, Murray Mckenzie, followed it closely but remained external to it. Our ambition is to echo the spirit 

of  a process based on collaboration and interaction, while also to further explore the project from the perspective of  cross-disciplinary 

exchange.

1. Li Shuang

The thing I found most interesting on the commercial side of  art in China is the art handler, an occupation for which there is not yet even 

a Chinese name. They are simply referred to as “workers,” whereas handlers in Western countries are either art students, artists and curators 

themselves or come from very professional art handling companies. China has seen a huge boom in the art industry in recent years, and 

with “Chinese young artist” becoming a hip term, both talents and labor are in urgent need. 

The art handlers in China are migrant workers, who have had no education in art and little education in general. Such migrants move to cit-

ies often to work on construction sites or take furbishing gigs, but some, through random connections, end up working in art. They install 

for galleries and museums, as well as fabricate art works for artists. While at work, I often heard them voice doubt and suspicion, asking 

“why is this art?” But when I asked them about whether they liked the art pieces or not, they told me it is unethical to think about that 

since their job is only to fabricate and install the works under specific instructions. Such work, I began to realize, actually requires a great 

amount of  creativity in techniques if  not in concepts. 

We live in a time of  massive art production, but not necessarily one of  massive art consumption. Like the chairs we are sitting on and the 

iPhone we use, the small fraction of  art that we consume is usually produced by an entire team, who put together a piece of  art or a project 

under the name of  one artist. 
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The art handling team I’ve been collaborating with started in the 

kitchen of  the director of  ShanghART, when his home cook began 

connecting her husband with small fabrication chores. The hus-

band, Zhu Zongyu, continued to work on the installation staff  at 

ShanghART for more than ten years, after which he founded the art 

handling company with his brother in law, Xiao Ma, and a couple 

other people from their village in Xuancheng, Anhui. Since ancient 

times, Xuancheng has been a center for the production of  rice paper 

used by Chinese traditional painters and calligraphers.

I proposed to Xiao Ma that I could offer their newly founded com-

pany with branding assistance, including designing a website and oth-

er materials. In return, I asked them to help me with an exhibition at 

a later date. At this point the biggest concern I shared with Aurélie 

Martinaud, a co-founder of  LAB47, the exhibition site, was whether 

it was going to be another artist-fabricator relationship. 

When I talked to Xiao Ma in detail about the exhibition I had 

mentioned earlier, I explained that I wanted to have them conceive 

of  and produce works according to their own understandings of  

contemporary art formed during their 10 years of  labor. He seemed 

pretty excited at the beginning, but soon voiced concerns that it 

could be awkward for the artists and gallerists that he had worked 

with to know such a project. I showed them pictures of  LAB47, 

measurements of  its spatial dimensions, and told them to think 

about what works they wanted to make. 

In my opinion the whole project should not be about production or 

fabrication, but about what contemporary art is in their own opinion. 

I also motivated them provocatively, pointing out the hierarchies in 

the art system, the uneven distribution of  compensation for the pro-

duction of  artworks, and the seemingly highly subjective standards 

of  judging artworks. “You could hand me a piece of  rock you found 

on the street,” I told them, “a jar of  air, or simply nothing.”

Two weeks later, when I asked Xiao Ma how it was going, he told 

me they hadn’t started yet but it would be something made of  wood. 

I asked why, and his answer was that they started with wood so it’s 

natural. Another week passed and I visited their factory to find that 

they were already halfway through fabrication. From the half-pro-

cessed items I could tell they were going to be very delicate: a big 

pedestal, two dice, and little feathers made of  wood, which would 

form sculptures of  wings. 

That was when I realized that my concerns about the project had 

been misplaced: I had been worried if  I led the project too much 

it would become another artist-fabricator relationship. Instead, 

they transformed from the role of  fabricators to artists a little 

too quickly in this exhibition. The whole process on their part 

was quite automatic and complete. They even signed the pieces, 

and although they didn’t come to the opening themselves, they 

provided very specific instructions on where to hang the works 

and how. I didn’t follow these, but it was the only decision that 

I’ve made during this exhibition.  

The title, Art Labor at Large, on one hand, refers to art labor in 

general, while on the other, it is a commentary on the invisible 

side of  exhibitions and art. In the article “Art as Occupation: 

Claims for an Autonomy of  Life,” Hito Steyerl has carefully 

drawn a line between “occupation” and “work.” The traditional 

sense of  work in Marxism is closely related to alienation and 

centralization, while “occupation” is a non-linear and omnipres-

ent process that surrounds and swallows individuals.1 Different 

from other people who work in the art industry, the workers that 

I work with don’t take unpaid internships just to get experiences, 

to work with “important people,” or simply to “learn.” Every 

job they take results in greater numbers next to the dollar sign in 

their bank accounts. Unlike artists, they don’t have unnecessary 

expenses, like purchasing materials to make an installation that 

will never pay them back or self-publishing a book that nobody 

will read. And they didn’t burn them for an MFA. They live on 

contemporary art, yet they have nothing to do with it. They are 

fine with it, and they would probably be fine without it. 

Steyerl has also described art as “strike work.” But what exactly 

does it strike against or for? The nascent art industry in China 

produces a different kind of  art handler, the localities of  which 

are rendered through the temporalities of  the current stage of  

development. 

1. Hito Steyerl, “Art as Occupation: Claims for an Autonomy of Life,” e-Flux 30 
(December, 2011), accessed September 15, 2016, http://www.e-flux.com/jour-
nal/30/68140/art-as-occupation-claims-for-an-autonomy-of-life/. 
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Steyerl has compared contemporary art to many other mechanisms 

in her article “Politics of  Art: Contemporary Art and the Transition 

to Post-Democracy.” For instance, “the production of  art presents 

a mirror image of  postdemocratic forms of  hypercapitalism that 

look set to become the dominant political post-Cold War para-

digm.”2  I started the project with a naïve wish to maybe overturn 

the patriarchal relationship between the workers or art handlers and 

artists, curators and gallerists. The art handling team that I collabo-

rated with never disclosed to me why they made these three pieces, 

whether the ideas are their own or are borrowed from other works 

they have fabricated before, or whether the materials used were new 

or were left over from earlier gallery-assigned projects. The way they 

suddenly adopted the notorious characteristics of  artists was sudden 

and unexpected. 

2. Murray Mckenzie

The physical objects exhibited as outcomes of  Li Shuang’s ongoing 

relationship with Xiao Ma consist of  two large dice, a table setting 

with the fork vertically poised as if  frozen in use, and a pair of  

stylized wings ‘damaged’ by a meticulous machine incision. All is 

composed of  wood, with elements painted in black, red, and white, 

and all, with the exception of  the dice, constructed to a human 

scale. It is a selection of  art objects that seem to invite an aesthetic 

reading. But they allude to a more complex and enigmatic politics 

that pervade the project, and to an elusive process characterized 

by the indeterminacies and ambiguities instigated by the gesture 

of  delegated authorship and the unsettling of  art’s conventional 

relations of  production. The process remains largely invisible, only 

summarily reviewed in Li Shuang’s recorded words that play in the 

gallery space and in her written words above. But it is a process that 

compels a reexamination of  the relationship between labor, value 

and meaning that we presume to obtain in art.

For me, the most viable ‘way in’ to this project is through a Marxist 

framework that seeks to locate Xiao Ma’s role within art’s produc-

tion system. We might recall Walter Benjamin’s statement of  his 

supposedly modest ambitions in his “Author as Producer” essay:

2. Hito Steyerl, “Politics of  Art: Contemporary Art and the Transition to Post-Democ-
racy,” E-flux Journal 21 (2010): 32. 

Instead of  asking, “what is the attitude of  a work to the relations of  

production of  its time? Does it accept them, is it reactionary – or 

does it aim at overthrowing them, is it revolutionary?” – instead 

of  this question, or at any rate before it, I should like to propose 

another. Rather than ask, “what is the attitude of  a work to the re-

lations of  production of  its time?” I should like to ask, “what is its 

position in them?” This question directly concerns the function the 

work has within the literary relations of  production of  its time.3

Our concern here is not with the art object foremost, but rath-

er with the broader social context by which it is produced and 

valorized. We might turn to Pierre Bourdieu’s work on The Field of  

Cultural Production,4 in which he seeks to modify Marx’s labor theory 

of  value for the production of  artistic and literary works. We must 

deprivilege the individual creator, he argues, for it is not simply 

on the basis of  their exertions of  mental or physical labor that 

the artwork is valued. More precisely, the production of  econom-

ic capital in art is a sometimes ugly process by which intangible 

symbolic capital is converted. It is the collective field that enables 

symbolic capital’s production and conversion with which Bourdieu 

is primarily concerned.

The important questions for Bourdieu are those that query the 

sociology of  the gallerists, critics, agents, academies, and other 

mediators that constitute the field. Who authorizes the author, and 

who authorizes the authorizer? Only a perspective that sees art pro-

duction as a social and collective endeavor – explicating works by 

looking beyond them to what Bourdieu calls the space of  positions 

and positions-takings in which they are expressed – allows us to 

understand the nature of  artistic labor.

It is a powerful perspective, but one that must be modified further 

if  we are to locate a role for Xiao Ma. Still there is an exclusionary 

delimitation of  the field at play, one that is echoed today in the 

proliferative discourse of  creativity that haunts public debate: where 

Bourdieu employs the metaphor of  consecration to describe the 

field’s authorization of  art, today we might extend the metaphor 

to critically assess the ordainment of  ‘creatives’ empowered to do 

3. Walter Benjamin, “The author as producer,” Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiograph-
ical Writing, trans. E. Jephcott (New York: Schocken Books, 1986), 222.
4. Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of  Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature (Cam-
bridge: Polity Press: 1993).
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creative work. Xiao Ma has no place in Bourdieu’s field, nor is he a 

privileged constituent of  today’s “creative class.” 

These are circumstances that need to be challenged, not only be-

cause his work is quite obviously creative in nature – it requires the 

application of  advanced craft and technical skills to decision-mak-

ing that forms the artwork we apprehend – but also because this 

conferral of  ‘creativity’ onto labor allows us to connect the laborer’s 

subjectivity and aesthetic reflexivity to the product rendered.5 So we 

might experiment with a reconfigured ontology of  artistic produc-

tion: if  we were to recover Xiao Ma’s creative agency and acknowl-

edge his auratic contribution to the numerous works he has helped 

to shape, we would find that many of  his collected works have 

already found prominent places in the canon of  Chinese contem-

porary art.

This may sound a radical proposition, but already we routinely 

work in a Barthesian mode that extends agency in the other direc-

tion, into the diffuse geographies by which art is “produced” in 

situations, encounters, and the embodied ‘activation’ of  viewer-par-

ticipants. So we might adopt now the complementary perspective, 

challenging the occlusion of  fabrication and other aspects of  pro-

duction to properly position art in social space and in the systems 

of  production of  its time. 

Such a perspective, furthermore, affords an opportunity to connect 

the work that Xiao Ma and others do to what the urbanist John 

Friedmann has called the ‘expanded spheres of  personal autonomy’6  

that are attendant on China’s urban transition, and to the new urban 

subjectivities adopted by people like Xiao Ma who must adapt their 

craft skills to emergent forms of  work. In Xiao Ma’s case, migra-

tion has taken him from a village long important in the production 

of  materials for traditional art forms to a factory on the fringe 

of  urban Shanghai and to the installation of  work in white cube 

exhibition spaces. If  we are to write geographies of  art, they must 

be relational geographies; they must be capable of  accounting for 

the material and immaterial mobilities by which art is entwined with 

broader geographical shifts. So while our concern with reception 

5. Scott Lash and John Urry, Economies of  Signs and Space (London: Sage, 1994).
6. John Friedmann, China’s Urban Transition (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota 
Press, 2005).

has attuned us to the cross-cultural sites of  translation and encoun-

ter that are produced by Chinese art’s global itinerancies, people like 

Xiao Ma allow us to enroll what too easily seems like an entirely 

different world – including the networks of  aspirational chain mi-

gration and the strong cultural binds that connect precarious urban 

residents to the inalienable bonds of  native place – in the spatial 

constellations of  art production.
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