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Larger World Map - Arctic Fox Arc - Temperature War 2013 
2013. Screen print, relief print on STPI handmade cotton paper
147.5 x 168 cm. Edition of 4
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Thing’s Right(s) Printed 2013 
2013. Lithography, screen print on Stonehenge paper
55.5 x 73 cm. Edition of 6. Suite of 30
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STPI:  Looking at the prints you’ve produced at STPI, there seems to be a 
combination of familiar iconography from previous works as well as some 
new imagery. Thing’s Right(s) is not making its first appearance – however 
for people who are encountering the articles for the first time, could you 
elaborate on how this came to be? 

Inga Svala Thorsdottir & Wu Shanzhuan:  The skilled personnel, and 
the papermaking and printing facilities at STPI offered us a 
great chance to compile our ideas on Thing’s Right(s). The 30 
Articles of the Thing’s Right(s) is a text that we did in 1994,  
as a result of our marking on The Human Rights Declaration.  
The images we used are a selection from our work  
– visual evidence. 

Little Fat Flesh, Seven Circles Little Fat Flesh, The Map of Arctic Fox Arc 
– are works that were new and added to your oeuvre at STPI. How are they 
connected to your ongoing concepts?

Perfect Bracket – a foundation, Thing’s Right(s) –  
a constitution, Little Fat Flesh – a pattern. Three tools to make  
a world.

The Little Fat Flesh series was presented in various colours – like the 
colours of a rainbow, except indigo – and you’ve played with different sizes 
and tessellations. Were they meant to recall any previous works? 

Working at and with STPI we got the opportunity to 
explore and expand the Little Fat Flesh. The production is a 
celebration of patterning The Little Fat Flesh. 

What were your artistic influences before you met each other? 
Our answer to this could be that 25 years ago we met  
each other. 

How has your collaboration since 1991 shaped, enhanced or
changed your art and perception as individuals? 

More layers, more shaped.

What do you hope to communicate or achieve through your work?
An appreciation of life.

How did you find working with the print medium at STPI? 
We enjoyed the potential of layers and we learned a lot.

What was your greatest challenge working at STPI? 
STPI itself.

What was the highlight? 
Every layer pleased us. Together we will enjoy the highlight at 
the opening.  

What’s next for you? 
Rotation and recovery. 
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A Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh - Black 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade black paper
168 x 134 cm
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16 x 20 Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh   - Purple 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade purple paper
166.5 x 133 cm

A Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh - Green 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade green paper
168 x 133.5 cm
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A Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh - Blue 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade blue paper
166 x 133 cm
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16 x 20 Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh - Red 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade red paper
168 x 132.5 cm

4 x 5 Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh -  White 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade white paper
168.5 x 133.5 cm
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A Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh - Yellow 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade yellow paper
166.5 x 133 cm

4 x 5 Perimeter of Little Fat Flesh - Orange 
2013. Relief print on STPI handmade orange paper
168 x 133.5 cm
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Seven Circles Little Fat Flesh (Stone Plate plus Screen Print) 
2013. Lithography, screen print on Stonehenge cotton paper
73 x 55.5 cm. Edition of 30
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to collaborate given the gender specificity of the object5. 
While they co-worked again to shovel ice in response to 
Duchamp’s readymade shovel as art, Thorsdottir took the 
shovel and later ventured to found the city of Borg (1999-)6. 
[pg 26, 28] 

Brackets Equal Open 
Wu first noticed the handy use of bracketing as a 
conceptual tool that could demonstrate an open attitude 
and equal treatment to all things, for a bracket could hold 
anything alike. To visualize this idea, Wu came up with 
the sign of the Perfect Bracket by collapsing the arcs of 
the opening and closing brackets together, hinting at its 
infinity. [pg 28, 64] With the universal application of this 
theory towards all things, Wu considered the case (with 
the world is all that is the case - Ludwig Wittgenstein) 
“solved”. Many of the artists’ works that involved an inner 
logic exemplifying this universal principle were seen as 
illustrating “evidences.” For example, Bird Before Peace 
[pg 24] illustrated the reducing or bracketing of the idea 
of peace that many people associate the dove with, and 
the restoring of things (or bird, in this case) as themselves 
and “at large.” All these evidences are then “just add(-ed)” 
to form this giant, encyclopedic web that asserts their 
mutual connections, amidst the seeming chaos of the 
universe (although sometimes we have to admit, the web 
appears more chaotic, and the universe orderly).

Autopoiesis Turns 
Thorsdottir and Wu however never wanted to stop at 
providing just one static portrait of a (universal) principle, 
or (particular) accounts of it applying to different 
things. They wanted to get closer to the genesis of all 
things too. So there always seems to be this cycle in the 
artists’ development that moves between attaining a 
crystallized representation of a certain principle and its 
transformative evolution that is driven by the dynamics 
from within. The perfect bracket is simply a kind of 
mysterious spring – the female genital as in Gustave 
Courbet’s The Origin of the World (1866) – a motif even 
the cerebral Marcel Duchamp could not resist in his 
installation Étant donnés (first exhibited posthumously 
in 1969). [pg 20] Its metamorphosis into the Mono-Sex 
Butterfrog represented one such attempt to rekindle its 
reproduction. [pg 26] More recent is the introduction 
of a Kuo Xuan (literally meaning “bracket-spiral”) by 
extending one arc of the perfect bracket into an open 
spiral, and repeating the arc intersection to produce 
unlimited perfect brackets or more Kuo Xuans, so as to 
regain movement and momentum. [pg 22, 64]  

A Cohabit Piece 
Thorsdottir and Wu reached a new plateau with the 
Little Fat Flesh. The artists discovered the shape while 
they tried to draw the arc of the perfect brackets with an 
overlapping grid of circles. [Ill. 1] One could still recognize 
the four sides of the Little Fat Flesh as halved “perfect 
bracket” contours. What is 
amazing about this shape is 
its possibility of tessellation 
(with an alternate piece of 90 
degree rotation).* This beauty 
of geometry reinforced the 
mystic quality of the perfect 
bracket, as if provable by 
mathematics, reuniting art 
and mathematics of “World 
3” here. The naming of the 
shape stages a revolt with 
mundane adjectives “Little” 
and “Fat”(also associated 
with the personification of 
“A-bombs”), as well as the use 
of the word “Flesh” (with an 
additional sense of “cohabit” 
in its Chinese name 小肥姘 (xiao3 fei2 
pin1) added to this abstract construct, 
hinting at a further de-logo-centric 
twist, after the de-anthropo-centric 
step of Thing’s Right(s). As a shape, 
the Little Fat Flesh should not simply 
be seen as a single logo or icon, for the 
shape itself invites replicas to join in 
an infinitive tessellation.

From Equatorial Belt, to Polar Axle, 
to Spiral Axis 
Tessellation has its forerunners 
in both Thorsdottir [Ill. 2] and 
Wu’s work [Ill. 3]. But where 
have the artists gone from 
here? Certainly not towards the 
doomsday end of the world as is 
associated with the A-bombs. 
The recent Map of the Arctic 
Fox Arc reveals the duo’s new 
trajectory of almost the exact 
opposite direction. This map 
charts planet earth with five 
overlapping circles interlocked by 
perfect brackets, and a Kuo Xuan 

Ill. 2   Inga Svala Thorsdottir
Borg-Brainwave Cap, 2008

Ill. 3    Wu ShanZhuan
The d=m•r•r•r (d:destiny 
m:mass r:random), 2010

——

3 After Thorsdottir exhibited her pulverization artwork, people came 
to her and suggested things for her to pulverize, so she considered 
pulverization as a kind of service, hence founding “Thor’s Daughter’s 
Pulverizing Service” in 1993. The name springs to mind Thor the god 
of thunder in Norse mythology, who always appears with a hammer 
in his hand.

4 The use of readymades in art was first practiced by French-American  
artist Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968). Thorsdottir and Wu’s cooperation 
started in response to Duchamp’s objects of readymade. The pair’s 
act of shoving ice in front of the house of Thorsdottir’s parents (titled 
Thing’s Right(s) in 1991) conceptually played with Duchamp’s shovel 
piece titled In advance of the Broken Arm (1915). For An Appreciation 
(1991/1992), Wu pissed into Duchamp’s urinal (Fountain, Replica, 
1963) that was displayed in the Stockholm Sweden Moderna Museet 
while Thorsdottir documented the act.

——

5 Thorsdottir, born in Iceland, founded “Borg”, which means “town” in 
Icelandic. It has a physical location in Iceland, but just as she defines 
the project –Borg could be everywhere, and it represents a kind of 
desire, awaiting people to realize. Nature is the inspiration and guiding 
principle for her construction of Borg. 

6    The atomic bombs ending the Second World War were nicknamed 
“The Fat Man” and “Little Boy” by a student of Oppenheimer, 
based primarily on their shapes and with reference to two different 
characters in the Hollywood mystery thriller, The Maltese Falcon (1941).

Ill. 1     —
Drawing 4 of 10 (Taken from 
invitation card for “What A 
Form: A Reportage” exhibition 
at OCT, Contemporary Art 
Terminal, Shenzhen, 2013)

A Theory of  
Everything’s Right(s)  
 

 

Odd couples often make a good complimentary pair. Inga 
Svala Thorsdottir and Wu Shanzhuan are undoubtedly 
distinctive artists in their own right, and as in the eyes 
of the STPI staff, their aesthetics of practice do appear 
quite distinct from one another for while Wu is bold, 
Thorsdottir is more meticulous. However seeing their 
works over the years, I have gradually absorbed these 
differences and come to appreciate this mixing quality 
as the aesthetics of the pair. Otherwise it would be pretty 
hard to imagine how two eccentric artists could share a 
world of such strange ideas and a peculiar language that 
underline their premises and development, building up an 
intertwined oeuvre that seems like a monstrous labyrinth. 

This bewildering impression is simply natural for 
those who first encounter their works, for I too, having 
known them for years, still lose track in it from time to 
time. I will nonetheless try my best to lay the thread here 
and guide you to their arctic fox den.

Worlds of Things
Wu’s conceptual art started during his formative years 
in China, with a keen interest in relating art with Karl 
Popper’s “World 3” theory– concerning the autonomous 
existence of a (rather Platonic) abstract world of ideas1. 
He started scribbling his monumental novel entitled 
Today No Water2 [Refer to pg 62] after it dawned on him 
that there exists a liberty of appropriating surrounding 
(readymade) objects and languages, even form of actions 
as art. [pg 30] After leaving communist China, and landing 
in Reykjavík, the world’s northernmost capital of the 
free country of Iceland, Wu gained a double perspective 
from the two worlds and proceeded to found Red Humour 
International in 19903, shortly before working alongside 
Thorsdottir. This duality of the newly found capitalistic 
commodification and the poverty of materialism back 
home heightened his interest regarding the innocence of 
things beyond ideologies, and so he began to restore rights 
to them. By signing on his things as “Thing’s Wu”, Wu 
inversed the claim of mankind’s ownership over things. 
Thorsdottir and Wu’s subsequent work on the Thing’s 
Right(s) Declaration followed this same logic of replacing 
humans with things.

Thordottir’s road to Thing’s Right(s), on the other 
hand, had more to do with art actions of her agency, most 
notably Thor’s Daughter’s Pulverizing Service (1993-)4, 
which saw the reduction of all things back to the same 
powder form, [pg 4, 28, 58] and restoration of functionality 
to things that were held captive by art as readymades. Her 
first encounter with Wu over discussions to restore usage 
to Marcel Duchamp’s urinal (titled Fountain) led the two 

——

1     Karl Popper (1902-1994) was a philosopher of the logical positivism 
school that examined the foundation of our claim of knowledge. 
(Wittgenstein was once his student.) He was also, politically, a vigorous 
defender of the “open society.” His “World 3 theory” suggested three 
categories of the world entity: World 1 of the physical (and events), 
World 2 of the mental (and events), and World 3 of abstract objective 
knowledge. Chinese intellectuals had great interest in Western 
theories under the “open door policy” of the 80s. Wu’s earliest piece 
of artistic writing, “A World 3 Theory concerning the expansion of 
the territory of painting” (1985-86), applied the idea of World 3 onto 
Chinese written characters, which were used distinctively in his early 
paintings. Refer to my co-edited book Wu Shanzhuan Red Humour 
International (in collaboration with Inga Svala Thorsdottir) (Hong Kong: 
Asia Art Archive, 2007) for more about Wu’s artistic practice. 

2    Wu’s encounter with an announcement “Today No Water” one day led 
him to gain a different perspective in appreciating things with fresh 
eyes. After that, “Today No Water” was used as the title of his novel 
and his early significant installation titled The Big Characters (Dazibao), 
Red Humour Series, and Red Character - Several Natural Paragraphs 
from the Second Chapter of the Novel - Today No Water (1986).
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——
* Tessellation designs are usually made with 
the help of straight lines, grid structures 
or polygons for easier calculation. The 
infamous Dutch artist M. Escher started 
with the grid, transforming their edges 
to yield more irregular, figurative shapes 
– until mathematician Martin Gardner 
informed him of a way to do it inside a circle 
with arcs in 1958. The shape that I could 
find from Gardners’ books, closest to the 
Little Fat Flesh, is one tiling pattern from the 
Alhambra palace at Granada that Escher 
visited in 1936. [Ill. 4] The drawing of the 
Little Fat Flesh’s shape could be retraced in 
different ways. (While the quest of squaring 
the circle has been raised in mathematics 
since ancient Greece and proved 
impossible, the case for the Little Fat Flesh 
falls instead into the existing category of 
shapes constructed with arcs of the same 
radius that could actually be squared.) [Ill. 
5] By determining the proportion of the 
width and height of the perfect bracket 
as 1:4 (1/2 radius: 2 x radius), the width of 
the prefect bracket actually formed the 
base unit for the constructing of the Little 
Flesh Fat with identical circles of r=2. Its 
circumference remains the same as the full 
circle, and is nonetheless easier for layman 
like us to spot. 

Ill. 4     —
Alhambra Tiling. From Pg 168 
of David A.Klarner,  
“The Mathematical Gardner” 
(Belmont: Wadsworth  
International, 1981)

Ill. 5     —
Author’s simplified 
demonstration of reversing 
the squaring of the Little 
Fat Flesh. 

imprinted within each circle. 
The friendly index box on the 
map explicates a number of 
signs the artists have used, and 
if you look up the bracket spiral 
entry, “Kuo Xuan” is followed 
immediately with two words, 
“rotation” and “recovery”. With 
this clue, the Arctic Fox Arc 
could be seen as referring to 
the specific spirals in the map 
(for one will only find the arctic 
circle in any world map, not an arctic arc; furthermore 
Kuo Xuan is not in its usual open form in this map, for 
it is not supposed to be bounded by any circle). The Map 
of the Arctic Fox Arc thus illustrates the way the artists 
have found to heal the Earth and foster its recovery. This 
immediately springs to mind Joseph Beuys’ stamping 
of the cross on things, or as Bruce Nauman’s piece goes: 
“The True Artist Helps the World by Revealing Mystic 
Truths”(1967). [Ill. 4]

How then can the world be healed? Noteworthy is 
the first entry in the box with the sentence in brackets 
“(Center can’t be placed)”. From this perspective, it seems 
to make more sense why the Map of the Arctic Fox Arc 
should utilize a manifold mapping of multiple circles, with 
two of them representing the North and the South Pole, 
knocking down our accustomed ideas of the (horizontal) 
primacy of the equator as an area of denser human 
activity.

An Arctic Vision Beyond Humanity in the Age of   
Temperature War
The arctic fox is the only native land mammal of Iceland 
that seems somewhat related and worthy for us to ponder 
on. Yet to my surprise (or ignorance), Iceland falls almost 
completely outside of the Arctic Circle (and hence Borg 
too). But if the dove presented as peace ambassador were 
stripped back to being a bird in the case of Bird before 
Peace, the arctic fox should perhaps not be taken simply 
as a mascot for another environmental movement. I 
personally prefer to see it as one agent being tied to a 
world puzzle, just as any other single thing is. Chosen 
by the artists, the animal’s adaption to the stern arctic 
environment almost inhabitable by humans could 
definitely provide us with a clearer picture of the order and 
evolution of nature, as well as the alarming threat humans 
bring to our ecology. The arc, named after the arctic fox, is 
hence more like a reminder to us that the globe belongs to a 
great many things besides humans. Similar attention was 
given to the wings of the arctic tern in Thorsdottir’s earlier 
work, where the longest regular migration animal, as part 
of nature’s design, was borrowed and applied to Borg’s city 
planning, the second life of human civilization. [pg 24]

Thus the Arctic Fox Arc is the artists’ incredible effort 
in trying to reveal the global impact that things’ right(s) 
could have achieved, if it was applied – or better put – 
respected. Departing from their previous works such as 
the impersonalization of Things’ Right(s) (e.g. turning 
“she” into an “it”) [pg 16], and the hardedge invention 
of “projection/perspective// mirroring //religion/
knowledge” [pg 62] through the beauty of geometry and 

animated nature, Thorsdottir and Wu have seemingly 
charted a new phase in fathoming the mystery of the 
universe, the principles of the world, or simply, things as it 
is. This cycle, I believe, is just as much a human nature.

More Layers and No Overlappings,  
Thorsdottir and Wu at the STPI
My article above references various works by Thorsdottir 
and Wu, mostly the latest version of the 30 Articles of 
Thing’s Right(s) that the artists produced at STPI. This 
series was done in lithography and silkscreen. The layers 
of evidences piling up on each corresponding “right” 
meant that countless silkscreen frames and metal plates 
were used. These were all masterminded on a table that 
was stuck on a column in the studio, whereupon the 
technical masters tracked their progress – alas – their 
own rationality. Even though this painstaking printing 
process was not done by the artists, the workshop staff 
recalled how Thorsdottir would sit by them and write the 
text laboriously by hand for days. 

A contrast to these overloading pieces is the series 
of Little Fat Flesh relief prints. They were coloured 
according to the colours of a rainbow (not surprisingly 
an arc), however the artists settled for only six of its 
colours, with the addition of white and black colours (as 
the Chinese and the rest of the world could not come to an 
agreement on the seventh). The in-house print masters 
encountered a demanding Wu here, as they vividly 
recalled how he insisted on getting the right shade of 
white on white, and a darker shade of black on a specially 
produced sheet of black paper, and this was not just as 
another punch line from the humourous artist.

During my visit to STPI, the staff often started their 
introduction by stressing that they seek to work with 
artists who are not particularly familiar or experienced 
in print-making. But that to me, seemed to count basically 
everyone in the contemporary art realm. It seemed 
strange but incredible for an institution that excels in its 
professional field to assign oneself such a mission. From 
this perspective, I’m glad that Thorsdottir and Wu picked 
stone lithography, for it was probably the only medium that 
would require them to work on the plate directly and with 
reversed imagery. As I was told, these slightly different 
materials and handiwork of marking the stone with 
chalk sparked the artists’ imagination to relate it with 
prehistoric drawings on a cave wall!

I found it most interesting how the staff read the art of 
Thorsdottir and Wu as minimal, for nothing else made a 
mark on the Little Fat Flesh relief print series except the 
boundary of the shape(s) / plate(s) used to mark the prints. 
Yet by printing these plates in tessellation, what results 
is a contestation between the definition of a tessellation 
wherein no gaps are left in between the tiles (hence leaving 
no marks in printing) and the act of getting them printed. 
This challenge of printing Little Fat Flesh tessellations 
will be recorded, I’ll bet, as another monumental moment 
for STPI in putting one’s own medium to a maximum 
challenge and accomplishing its mission.

 —  Lau Kin Wah
Born in 1971, Johor Bahru, Malaysia. Independent arts writer and curator 
based in Hong Kong. Project Editor of Asia Art Archive publication of  
WU SHANZHUAN RED HUMOUR INTERNATIONAL In collaboration with  
Inga Svala Thórsdóttir Thor’s Daughter’s Pulverization Service (1995).

Ill. 4   Bruce Nauman
The True Artist Helps The 
World By Revealing Mystic 
Truths, 1967



84 85

Seven Circles Little Fat Flesh (Stone Plate) 
2013. Lithography on Stonehenge cotton paper
73 x 55.5 cm. Edition of 30
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What A Form, Little Fat Flesh  
2013. Relief print, embossing on STPI handmade cotton paper
129 x 103 cm. Edition of 8
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World Map  - Arctic Fox Arc - Temperature War 2013 
2013. Lithography, screen print on Fabriano 100% cotton paper
71.5 x 81 cm. Edition of 30
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