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Abstract

Identity Aperture: Self-portraits, Genealogy, and Other Archives

By: Yuxiang Dong
B F.A. Photography, Beijing Film Academy, Beijing, China
M.F.A. Imaging Arts, Rochester Institute of Technology, Rochester, NY

As a foreigner in the United States, I need a passport, I-20, and visas to provide the
answer to a very simple question: who am I? This body of work grew out of this
urgent curiosity about identity. Meta-cultural and meta-biological factors like race,
gender, and nationality give me a certain identity without me asking for it. Howev-
er, I tend to forget the fact that my identity is negotiable and is constantly being ne-
gotiated around and inside me. At a certain point, I realize that in order to under-
stand the man I have become, I need to re-encounter my journey through life with
the particular and unique experiences that make up the life of an individual.

A single photograph can exist simultaneously as art, object, evidence, document,
and historic record. Front-facing photos are required for numerous ID documents
as proof of identity. However, there is no single layer of identity, but rather multiple
and converging identities. The choice of myself as a subject provides me with an
opportunity to deeply investigate the issue of identity from a personal point of view
and expand my exploration to encompass ancestry, country, and global view. Corre-
spondingly, photography plays a very important role in my work, but this project is
not limited to this medium. I also adopt various documents, family photos, and ap-
propriated images from TV series - different in style and intent from my own pic-
tures - and gather everything together to make an associative manifesto of
self-identity. This kind of connection is loose, but each photo, document, and object
becomes context to understand the other subject. The result functions as a demon-
stration of photograph’s ineffability, its power to construct identities, and makes my
singular exploration relevant for a broad audience.



Extended Artist Statement

By: Yuxiang Dong

As a foreigner in the United States, I need a passport, I-20, and visas to provide the
answer to a very simple question: who am I? This body of work grew out of this
urgent curiosity about identity. Meta-cultural and meta-biological factors like race,
gender, and nationality give me a certain identity without me asking for it. I tend to
forget the fact that my identity is negotiable and is constantly being negotiated
around and inside me. But I can still make decisions for myself and make identity
a highly complex entity. At a certain point, I realize that in order to understand the
man [ have become, I need to re-encounter my journey through life with the partic-
ular and unique experiences that make up the life of an individual. It is not simply
a critique of any governmentality but a desire for an aperture to approach my identi-
ty as Chinese that transcends the bureaucratic system.

A single photograph can exist simultaneously as art, object, evidence, document,
and historic record. Front facing photos are always required for numerous ID docu-
ments as proof of identity. However, there is no single layer of identity, but rather
multiple and converging identities. The choice of myself as the subject provides me
with an opportunity to deeply investigate the issue of identity from a personal point
of view and expand my exploration to encompass ancestry, country, and global
view. Correspondingly, Photography plays a very important role in my work but
this project is not limited to this medium. I also adopt various documents, family
photos, and appropriated images from TV series - different in style and intent from
my own pictures - and gather everything together to make an associative manifesto
of self-identity. The result functions as a demonstration of photograph’s ineffability,
its power to construct identities, and make my singular exploration relevant for a
broad audience.

There are times when I am mistaken as Korean, Japanese, Indian or Nordic. I am
not sure how others see me but I can only “see” myself in a mirror or through pho-
tographs. These representations of me are essentially shadows, instead of real
human beings. Throughout the 1860s and 1870s, scientists and photographers
Thomas Henry Huxley and John Lamprey drew up a systematic method by which
humans could be photographed for observation and comparison. Ethnographic pho-
tography is the study of people in controlled situations through the usage of a
camera and with measurement grids in the background to study the difference be-



tween races. This aesthetic provides me with a visual approach to observe myself.
In actuality, the inner nature of the people and the differences between each individ-
ual can hardly be revealed merely through observable physical distinctions of
human faces or bodies.

Similar to employing a physiognomic assessment, | transcribed my early journals
into those measurement grids using the aesthetic of Chinese Square Calligraphy,
which creates a mask in front of my face and adds a further twist. Although a jour-
nal is usually associated with authentic and personal secrets, I am trying to prompt
viewers to doubt the intentionality of all these writings since a journal is itself se-
lective by what one can choose to write at any time.

The propaganda photography is a disrespected but important genre of photography.
They exploit our mystical belief in the veracity of photography, and its ability to
persuade. After his death in 1962, Lei Feng was portrayed as a cultural icon repre-
senting a model citizen, and the masses were encouraged to emulate his selflessness
and modesty. He also serviced the subject of a nationwide propaganda campaign in
China, "Follow the examples of Comrade Lei Feng.” However, Lei’s identity is ex-
tremely suspicious and his life as depicted during propaganda are heavily disputed
because of his professional but performative photographs which were actually uti-
lized to provide proofs of the existence of Lei — an anonymous and unknown young
man at that time. In addition, 200,000 words journals titled Lei Feng’s Diary was
published to the public to reinforce the association between values like selflessness,
modest, and devotion to communism and the image of Lei Feng.

In primary school I received an honor certificate as a good example to “follow
Comrade Lei Feng.” Within an artist book, I contextualize this certificate and other
documents, licenses, and official papers with collections of my front facing ID
photos. This book, in a form of passport, is intended to question how an individual
is measured with multiple criteria enforced by government such as Lei Feng a
people who is constructed through photographic images. I combined the cover,
format and pages from my early journals with three of images of my bed, the testi-
mony of my life experience, to make a new version of my journal. I consider these
journals as self-propaganda to myself about who I am, how I behave and what I
value influenced by the authorities like Lei Feng’s Diary but also the struggles with
them reading between lines throughout my life.

In order to expand my research about identity in a small artist book, I investigate
my family history and the ancestral bloodline based on existing photographs and
systematically order individuals directly related by blood. The empty spots repre-



sent members who have no available photographs. However, the unalterable order
of ancestral bloodline is surrounded, interrupted and embedded with disordered
other documents, images and objects. The direct contrast between order and disor-
der reveal the often chaotic essence of the representation of identity in photograph-
ic images.

Today, with the usage of still or moving images, Propaganda is still considered as a
significant part to the operation of any government including China. However, pro-
paganda also embraces commercial and entertainment industry and makes it a com-
plicated entirety. In recent years, numerous anti-Japanese TV series were made and
showed in China with purposes to advocate the achievements of the Communist
Party during the Second World War and claim the territorial sovereignty dispute be-
tween China and Japan. Based on history, these TV shows shaped the public’s per-
ception of the war and history through countless contemporary mythologies coded
with ideology, propaganda and entertainment.

I directly took photographs of the screen and printed them on same substrate multi-
ple times as they appeared on TV screen in front of audiences again and again every
evening. Photographing these subjects is a very disorienting experience because
these identities don’t exist in reality but a photograph is often considered as an evi-
dence of life. The advent of social media makes it more and more difficult for the
authorities to hide behind a veil of selective information. People know more of
what is actually going on in the world. Or do they? The Internet is as much as a
source of misinformation and disinformation as the most misleading propaganda.
Zhou Weiguo is a character in a TV series called Snow Leopard. The huge success
of this series, character and actor lead people to question the credibility of Zhou’s
identity: does this person really exist? What is the archetype? I present images with
my own annotation and small souvenirs I purchased from EBay’s Second World
War category according to the archaeology of Zhou’s life throughout the series.
These are extremely imprecise documents with no more than fragile links to the
history and series of attempts to materialize and fix an individual’s identity in this
showcase.

From the 1970s to the 1990s, French artist Christian Boltanski created series of
works using collected vernacular and amateur photographs to examine subject-ob-
ject relationship. A photo is an object, and its relationship with the subject is lost. In
an installation piece called Menschlich, Boltanski mixed and constructed an ar-
chive of 1,300 photographs of people he has used in his work including Nazis,
Spanish killers, French victims, and Jewish persons. The show was called Men-
schlich, which means humanity in English, because all the identities that they car-



ried within given circumstances start to melt and viewers can’t simply judge them
as good or bad but rather look at them as individuals. I followed Boltanski’s exam-
ple to reveal the self with the intention that different assemblages, classifications
and edits can make images say anything as well as its opposite.

This body of work is engaged with my own artistic works, documents, family
photos, archives, and appropriated images from TV series. This kind of connection
is loose but each photo, document and object become context to understand other
subject and all of them are related to stimulate viewers to think, imagine and con-
struct identities. Like the feeling in the Nation Archive Museum, in which audienc-
es can encounter walls of fascinating documents, photographs, maps or films. In
this archive, people can see those who helped the founding of China, a family histo-
ry and a personal life story accompanied by documents and other objects. Encoun-
tering this piece is a journey of discovery.

The idea of identity in contemporary art is not narrowly defined as a minority group
like homosexual or ethnic identity but as personal identity related to individual self
and extended to the whole society. Artists like Hank Willis Thomas and Walid Raad
also explore personal and social identities. They apply and build connections be-
tween collected vernacular photos or snapshots, appropriated images and archival
documents to question stereotypes and conventions while exploring attributes such
as race, ancestry, nationality and heritage to construct a sense of who we are as indi-
viduals, as communities, or as nations. I also follow their steps to examine how
photography constructs identity and how we can approach to ourselves through all
these representations.

One day in primary school, I decided to go somewhere else instead of the school by
myself. I walked back and forth many times along the riverside near my school.
This was my very first intentional attempt to identify myself as an individual rather
than an anonymous element of an institutional school. People easily found me, be-
cause of the school uniform and backpack, and sent me back to my school. And a
hidden reason why I skipped class was that I had an unfinished mathematic assign-
ment. This missing story in my journals became the prelude to investigate the com-
plexity of who am I.



Installation View

Solve For X, William Harris Gallery, Rochester Institute of Technology, May 2015
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2015.4.13
Dear Dairy,

One day when | was in primary school, | decided to
go somewhere else instead of the school by myself. |
walked back and forth many times along the riverside
near my school. This was my first intentional attempt
to identify myself as an individual rather than an
anonymous element of a school. However, People
easily found me, because of the school uniform and
backpack, and sent me back to my school. Actually, a
hidden reason why | skipped class was that | didn’t
finish a mathematic assignment.

This story became the prelude to investigate the
complexity of who am |. But | never told you this
stroy, sorry about that.

Best,
Yuxiang Dong
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