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Theatrification
and Disruption

// BKBH# OUYANG Xiao

Claiming to be a phenomenon, what
looks like HomeShop

“The Greek expression phainomenon, from
which the term “phenomenon” derives,
comes from the verb phainesthai, meaning
“to show itself”. Thus phainomenon also re-
fers to what shows itself, the self-showing,
the manifest. Phainesthai itself is a “middle
voice” construction of phaino—to bring
into daylight, to place in brightness. Phaino
belongs to the root pha-, which like phos-
means ‘light or brightness’—that is, that
within which something can become mani-
fest, visible in itself. Thus the meaning of the
expression “phenomenon” is established as
what shows itself in itself, what is manifest.
The phainomena, or “phenomena”, are thus
the totality of what lies in the light of day
or can be brought to light. Sometimes the
Greeks simply identified this with ta onta
(beings). Beings can show themselves from
themselves in various ways...the possibil-
ity even exists that they can show them-
selves as they are not in themselves. In this
self-showing, beings “look like...” Such
self-showing we call seeming (scheinen).
And so the expression phainomenon, or phe-
nomenon, in Greek means: what looks like
something, what “seems,” “semblance”.
Only because something claims to show it-

1 Before the liberation, all siheyuan in the Gulou area where HomeShop is located were private residences, each occupied by a single,
relatively rich family. After 1949, however, most of these private residences were divided into individual ‘rooms” and reassigned to
commoners. The danwei which assigned housing at Xiaojingchang No. 6 from the 70s was the National Railway Cultural Ensemble.
Before becoming a real estate office, the HomeShop space was, ironically, home to CHEN Li, a theatre director and actress of the En-
semble. Although the original unity of the private sphere was disrupted and decreased in size during this period, certain characteris-
tics of the old architecture still resist this de-privatization. Privacy depends largely upon invisibility, and whoever is unseen together

self in accordance with its meaning at all,
that is, claims to be a phenomenon, can it
show itself as something it is not, or can it
“only look like...”

Beginning from August 8, 2008, HomeShop
organized a series of events that included
public viewing of the Olympic Games via
storefront LED projection, field recordings
of the neighborhood, street-logs, etc. I per-
sonally participated in the hutong broadcast
of the Opening Ceremony and found it to
be a departure from what I was experienc-
ing otherwise under the “One World, One
Dream” narrative. But before I dive into the
theoretical implications of the HomeShop
Games project, a few words are needed to
explain the architecture of the place, which
is essential for the understanding of the
project.

Traditional Chinese architecture,
Unheimlich

HomeShop is located in a traditional /4&
B2 siheyuan (courtyard) enclosed by single
floor housing on all sides oriented toward
each cardinal direction. It lies on the court-
yard’s west end, adjacent to the street. Tra-
ditionally, a siheyuan has only one entrance/
exit opening to the street, but all doors
inside the courtyard open towards the gar-
den/patio square in the center. HomeShop's
historical evolution leads to a departure
from this traditional layout, however, and
though no other residents at Xiaojingchang
hutong engaged in commercial enterprise,
HomeShop’s previous tenants renovated the
space into a storefront (an indirect result of
the “open-door policy” back in 1978), so
aside from the door facing the courtyard,

under the same veil must create a new “privatized public” in order to escape into invisibility once again.
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the business owner replaced the west side
wall with glass and opened another door to
the street.! In opposition to the old narra-
tive, this new entrance that stands side by
side the old alludes to a reverse significa-
tion that reveals rather than conceals. Both
the private residents and the passersby are
put on a stage. Suddenly life becomes a
spectacle by virtue of being seen through
a frame. To make the matter even more ‘du-
bious, HomeShop’s storefront banner is
marked by the single large blue character
%% jia, which means home. The seemingly
redundant signifier elicits ambiguity if not
suspicion. It names precisely what it is but
the entire signification process consists in
breaking apart the signifier and the signi-
fied. There is something utterly ‘un-homely’
about naming a home “home,” or to focus
on the last sentence of a quoted passage by
Heidegger, HomeShop’s place of dwelling
“claims to show itself in accordance with its
meaning [and thereby]| can it show itself as
something it is not...”

In Freud’s essay “The Uncanny” he de-
scribes the double meaning of the word
unheimlich as to mean both homely and
frightening. This flip of meaning can be
explained by a displacement of the specta-
tor. Who is looking? And more importantly,
where? The doubling of meaning also calls
for a doubling of perspective. At home, one
is more certain about things being what
they are as they are: docile, tame, and ready
to be manipulated. One looks out to the out-
side world and sees it as being populated by
unknown, frightening, unheimlich things.
However, when one discovers the unfamil-
iar in the familiar, or the familiar as the un-
familiar, the very familiarity of the familiar
becomes the ground for estrangement and
horror. What truly frightens is the conceal-
ment of the unfamiliar in the familiar or the
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revealing of the familiar as the unfamiliar.
In Freud’s words, the uncanny occurs when
“that which should have remained hidden
comes to the fore.” In the private sphere,
things are as symbolic as functional. To
some degree, everything becomes a memen-
to, an artifact, and a modified signifier that
has exclusive significance. This significance
stabilizes a particular kind of meaning that
constitutes the identity of the housemaster.
Ownership here is directly related to work,
production, and recognition. Although this
kind of mental work does not directly re-
shape and reconfigure the object it none-
theless transfigures it. Such transfiguration
marks the leap from the public to the pri-
vate, and from manifestation to metaphor.

The housemaster, the thing, the will-
ing metaphor

For the most part, the independent aspect
of the thing has been dealt with at home,
and perhaps the housemaster even takes
pleasure in absorbing the residue of this
aspect periodically, but one does not feel
threatened by this independence since the
challenges it poses are inconsequential rela-
tive to its reflective signifying function.
Any challenge actually fortifies the thing’s
relation to the master, who stages the strug-
gle with the unfamiliar in a theatrical fash-
ion, thereby metaphorically subduing what
is ostensibly manifest. Object, in this case,
has two distinct yet parallel aspects. One is
that it is manifest yet not strange; the other
is that it seems manifest yet not entirely
familiar. The former aspect of the object
characterizes the work of the housemaster,
who has mythified the object by assigning
to it a private signifier that passes for “what
shows itself in itself”. In other words, only
under the light of this new signifier can a



thing be called a manifest phenomenon.
What is manifest has to also be self-same,
otherwise it would become phainomenon as
semblance. The second aspect of the object
comes from the independent aspect of the
thing. Independence is the ground for the
negation of the object. In other words, one
is able to shape it to one’s desire precisely
because it is for itself at all times. Work,
be it mental or physical, can never exhaust
the possibility of what the thing can be or
hinder the thing from becoming what it
must be. This necessitates the staging of
conquest and domination, but it is only a
ritual that the housemaster reenacts so that
metaphorically speaking, the independence
of the thing is overcome. This ritual also has
a special significance for the housemaster,
who, through working on the thing rids
oneself of his/her own thinghood. This can
be compared to Hegel’s master and slave
dialectic, but what I propose here is slight-
ly different. In Hegel the independence of
the thing is reserved for the slave to over-
come, the master only enjoys the finished
product. But in the case of the housemaster,
he/she is both slave and master, both work-
er and consumer. The recognition that the
housemaster cannot receive from manual
work one compensates by mythifying the
finished products that were created by oth-
er homeowners. This mythification, on one
hand, fetishizes one’s own reflection (i.e.,
instrumentality), while on the other hand
it is a complete transfiguration of one’s in-
strumentality by means of a double instru-
mentalization. In other words, one uses
instrumentality to reinstate the lost sover-
eignty that has been sacrificed to the public
sphere. The transformation from physical
work to mental work marks the sublation
of thinghood, which ultimately defines the
private sphere as a locus for metaphor. An
object is manifest because the subject as be-

ing its ideal manifestation has presupposed
it. This gives subject the directive as to what
the object is. But since the subject cannot
realize its ideal manifestation in the object
that one labors on physically, and what one
can access is only a commodity, the realiza-
tion must then be achieved metaphorically.
Metaphor here pertains both to the poetic
comparison between unrelated things and
the crude rationalization that erases the dif-
ference between them. The chasm between
reality and semblance comes once again to
haunt my narrative: my reflection is me, but
I am not my reflection. The familiar objects
that exist in my home are strange; they are
not what they seem, and yet I am the one
who has given them definition. They are
manifest because I have willed them to be,
but I suspect that my willing has allowed
them to escape from my grasp. Maybe they
are only metaphors for the manifest. But a
metaphor is always manifested.

By the virtue of being on stage, one is auto-
matically instrumentalized by oneself. One
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uses oneself to get away. The actor knows
exactly what the audience is not seeing, or
at least one would hope that the audience is
not seeing what one is trying to hide and be
diverted by what is in plain sight. In other
words, the spectacle is always manifest, but
just as the manifest object always elicits
suspicion, so does the spectacle. In tradi-
tional theater everyone acknowledges what
one sees as only “act”. But what then is a
“non-act”? Life perceived through a frame
reveals precisely the acting aspect of life. It
is a semblance to itself but the two are nev-
er the same. Like the big blue character on
HomeShop's sign, life as theater names what
it is while allowing what it is not to come
forth via the name. It manifests itself as the
semblance of what has ought to come forth.
What remains hidden and therefore private
is neither the semblance nor the real alone
since the two are implicated within one an-
other to the degree that any discernment on
the part of the subject would result in an
inevitable mistaking of one for the other.
Looking at “what shows itself in itself” as
a spectacle, one inevitably steps into a con-
ceptual framework that is implicated with
notions such as exteriority/interiority, con-
finement/liberation, looking in/looking out,
etc. To posit a reality beyond semblance is
a mere misplacement of the invisible. What
escapes from the general peripheral is that

which lies in between the audience and the
show, namely the set (as meta-narrative) that
validates the happenings on stage as being
“natural” or “in plain sight”. What one
sees is always pointing beyond itself, not
as itself, but it is a self nonetheless. What
then would be the impetus to break away
from our bondage and step into daylight?
What would resolve our suspicion of being
trapped in a show that never ends?

Acting is the manifestation of a metaphor as
a metaphor. What one sees through a screen
is no longer a semblance to something else
unseen. The exit lies in the instantaneous
dissolution of a non-theatrical exteriority.
If life is nothing but an act, and action the
mobilization based on instrumentalization,
then such mobilization based on work or
itself the working process becomes that
which must remain hidden. When this as-
pect comes to the fore is indeed strange,
but such strangeness is what allows for the
publication of privacy as such. Such pub-
lication is by no means a totalitarian inva-
sion into the private, but the self-revela-
tion of the private as a mere metaphor for
concealment. In fact, there is no agent that
performs the hiding, nor an entity that can
be hidden away, nor a place where hiding
happens. Let me explain: An agent is always
instrumentalized by a reflective conscious-
ness that says: “it is (me) who is hiding
this thing”. A thing is for itself and never
what the agent imagines it to be, and a hid-
ing place, a here, is without a ‘there” where
such a thing is not hidden. The publication
of the private calls for the embodiment of
theater and the disembodiment of ‘authen-
tic” life. Only then does the possibility of
freedom emerge, ironically, through putting
on chains: enjoy the show and don’t stop
dancing.
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