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THE NIGHT BEFORE I saw Si-Qin’s
exhibition, I waited at a bus stop with
some friends. It was late and we were
tired, so I leaned against the LED -lit
billboard at the station. The light made
my skin look sickly, someone said,
which was surprising because the model
in the denim advertisement seemed
so healthy, vivid.
The language of marketing, its
aspirational imagery—youthful, alluring,
alive—and the narrow space between
the pale and the rosy-cheeked is exactly
what informs Si-Qin’s work. In “Axe
Effect,” 2011–13, a series of sculptures
in which the famous deodorant brand
for teenage boys is stabbed by a sword,
its neon-colored liquid dripping out,
he ridicules the product’s materiality
but also the “Axe effect” in its slogan:
the idea that using the deodorant
will get you girls. The artist’s disenchantment with false representation is
addressed with a much more sophisticated
technique in this new project.
Walking into the gallery, the viewer
is confronted with the same visual
language described above: There are
three large light boxes displaying images
of two shirtless, attractive young men
and a scantily dressed girl. They look like
a denim or perfume ad—actually, they
look like a generic ad for any lifestyle
product. At the bottom of the image is a

stylized logo reading “peace,” which is
reminiscent of the Pepsi trademark.
At first, it seems vibrant and
seductive, but the show’s title is “Premier
Machinic Funerary Part II.” There are
white lilies in the corner and a garland
at the entrance to the space, all setting
the stage for the funerary installation
in the center of the gallery: two five-foothigh boxes encasing 3-D–printed scans
of ancient hominid fossils. These cases
look more like futuristic artifacts of unknown use than coffins; they’re also
emblazoned with the Pepsi/peace sign and
are equipped with lights that change colors,
only enhancing their synthetic glitz.
Seeing Si-Qin’s images, I wondered
if the model at the bus stop really did
look alive. Advertising, with its twodimensional billboards, shallow messages,
and interchangeable characters, has a
flattening quality. The body in Si-Qin’s
pieces is divided into fragments: a skull,
six-pack abs, a crop top. The image he
offers of the body mediated by technology
is enticing, curious, and dark. But
the funereal may be a bit too easy a topic:
Conflate the cloying smell of the lilies
in the space with the colors, and the
young people with the fossil, to create a
certain contrast between the living—
that fleshy, emotional, hopeful thing that
is a human being—and the nonliving
beings in the casket. Si-Qin’s is a

muddled vision of society that emphasizes
artificial materiality. Should we read it
as a cautionary tale? There are no
clear-cut claims in the series itself, which
is shown here in its third iteration.
However, there is a limit to how productive
ambiguity can be: Si-Qin’s images are
haunting and memorable, but hopefully
this project will shape into a statement
rather than a rehashing of ideas in
similar forms. —Orit Gat
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Skull Coffin
Manifold KNMWT
17000, 2014. UV
print, aluminum,
LED lights, and
3-D-printed skull,
68 x 15¾ x 10¼ in.
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