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The
Poetics

of
Remnants

Lin Ye

In 2017, artist Zhang Ruyi began deconstructing
and reconstructing “renovations” as a human
behavior through a series of exhibitions based on
a set of key words. The so-called “renovation”
refers to a set of construction and design
schemes carried out in a certain area and within
a certain scope, including plumbing, electric
construction, walls, floors, ceilings, and scenery.
They aim to reshape a space according to

certain design concepts and aesthetic rules.
However, Zhang Ruyi's “Decoration” series is

not so much a counterproposal to the standard
definition of “renovation,” but rather a discussion
of its concealed and excluded side. Through the
creation and adjustment of specific situations,

the often ignored and invisible “dark matter” is
allowed to resurface, prompting the viewer to face
the dislocated objects and thus critically reflect on
“renovation.”

“Decoration: Building Debris” is the fifth
independent chapter in Zhang Ruyi's Decoration



series. Building debris refers to the waste, such as
spoil, silt, and other leftover materials, produced
in the process of construction and renovation.
The word “construction waste” already expresses
human value judgment, considering it to be a
meaningless leftover that needs to be discarded
and destroyed. However, these “remnants” do not
disappear from the world just because humans
want them to. On the contrary, they exist in the
real world as the mirror image of architecture,

and thus form a powerful force that — together
with architecture — shape the reality of time

and space. Confronted with the reality we live

in, we must examine this phenomenon from a
non-anthropocentric standpoint. The neutral
expression of “Building Debris” highlights the non-
anthropocentric position of the artist in this series.

Located in a residential building in the center of
Shanghai, the artwork retains its remnant state
and shows various traces of demolition. The
broken wooden floor, stained walls, and coarse
columns all form a rough and complex spatial



language upheld by the “remnants.” Zhang Ruyi
does not simply transform the space at her will,
but invites the “remnants” to form a dialogue and
to collide with other entities in the space, adding
layers to the force field of relations.

In this work, Zhang Ruyi placed four speakers next
to the four existing columns in the center of the
room, which play audio she had recorded from
various interior and exterior renovation sites, such
as hammering, drilling, and cutting. These sounds
rise and fall, forming a sound matrix by blending
with each other, and thus constituting a powerful
entity. Under the windowsill in one corner of the
space stands the external unit of an air conditioner.
The slow rotation of its fan contrasts with the
“accent” of the soundscape. In addition, nearly all
the windows in the room are covered with cheap
plywood panels commonly used in the demoalition
of buildings. Each window unit only retains a

tiny slit that compresses the view of the external
space.

Rather than simply arranging and manipulating
these physical entities, Zhang Ruyi presents herself
as being one of them — feeling, experiencing, and
grasping their unique language and force. She
then engages in a dialogue with these entities in
her own way to form some kind of fundamental
interdependence. The existence of each entity not
only changes the nature of this space, but also the
nature of each entity itself, thus creating a benign
order that reasonably coexists in space and time.

Returning to these entities, we find that these
exiled “remnants” always haunt us, like our

cyclic and uneventful lives. They remind us, in
their own way, that they are a presence that
cannot be ignored. It is only by leaving behind
the anthropocentric mindset and experiencing
the force of these entities from their standpoint
for us to understand that although they live an
ordinary and lonely existence in our surroundings,
they are also worth our attention. Once we treat
them appropriately, they can play their role without
reservation.



Living in balance with these “remnants” is an
unseen poetry. This kind of benign order has no
pretensions, no unilateral power that suppresses
or excludes, but has become a reasonable part
of everyday life. Zhang Ruyi takes the standpoint
of these “remnants” as a starting point for her
exploration, and to a certain extent, she shows
the benign order that is usually hidden under the
bizarre appearance of life and our ever-expanding
social desires. It can be said that this exhibition
is her perception and summoning of the hidden
“poetics of remnants”.
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Artist and decorator/renovator, currently living
and working in Shanghai.
www.zhangruyi.com
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