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Backbone: Two Friends at Work
René Balcer

In the spring of 2011, Xu Bing was preparing a third iteration of his Tobacco Project for the
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in Richmond. In the course of his research at the Valentine History Center,
he came across some 400 stencils dating from the 19 century. The stencils had been used by tobacco
plantations in Virginia to mark their canvas-wrapped bales of tobacco for shipment to market. Each stencil
represented the whimsical and unique brand name by which the plantation’s tobacco was known. ' 3

Xu Bing sent me samples and asked if I could see a way to use the stencils to write a poem, which
he would then incorporate into a larger work. Xu Bing and I had been friends for a few years, but this
was the first time he had asked me to collaborate on an artwork. Of course, I jumped at the opportunity.
Bravely, he gave me carte blanche to do whatever I wanted.

As a challenge, T limited myself to using only the words in the stencils. As I stared at the stencils
covering my dining room table, I saw the too-human yearnings and hardships behind the names.

A theme began to suggest itself: An ode to the black women - slaves all - who worked the tobacco fields.
an ode to their dignity and grit, to the travails of their backbreaking work, to their pleasures and simple
comforts. An ode that would turn the stencils, these tokens of their oppression, into a celebration of their
invincible spirit.

I saw Xu Bing a few times during this period. I didn’t tell him what I was doing - and he never
asked. We each had our area of responsibility - he the calligraphic, I the writing - and he respected
that. I appreciated his trust. He in turn appreciated my sense of humor - I enjoyed making him laugh.

I suspect it’s one of the reasons (and maybe the only reason) he asked me to collaborate with him on this
particular work.

One subject that did come up was the writing process. Xu Bing had begun writing about his
experiences on the collective farm where he'd been sent down during the Cultural Revolution.

He was enjoying the process, and he was curious about my process. We talked about the immediacy and
directness of writing, the freedom from unyielding materials, the sublime (and sometimes torturous)
solitude of writing.
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I finished the poem and sent it to Xu Bing. He said he was very pleased with it, he liked the
subversive intent of the work. He had no notes and incorporated it as is into the larger work. I then had
the idea of setting the poem to music, specifically to the tobacco-country blues. The song would serve
as another way to immerse the audience into the culture of tobacco. Xu Bing immediately embraced
the idea. Though he professed to know nothing about music, he was intensely curious about the blues,

an attitude entirely consistent with his deep interest in authentic and indigenous art forms and systems

of communication.

I saw the finished work for the first time during its installation at the VMFA. I was surprised that a
collaboration that had been so loose, open and free-flowing could result in such a precise and engaging
work. For that I thank Xu Bing.
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