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Contagion: Matter, Medium, and Matter 
 

Conference Schedule 
  
 
April 30 Fri (CST)  
(EST 2:00 - 8:30 pm / Singapore 3:15 - 9:30 am)  
1:00 - 1:15 pm Opening remark : Prof. Christine Marran (AMES, UMN) 
 
1:15 - 2:45 pm  Panel 1  
Mi, Aolan (Indiana)  
“Animated Locomotives: Trains in Chinese Children’s Magazines in the 1930s”  
Wang, Dingding (UC San Diego)  
“Viral Thinking and Biotechno-Symbiosis: Virus and Infection in Chinese Literature and Popular Discourse” 
Xu, Kaiyang (USC)  
“Africa in Chinese Travelogues: the Layering of Cinematic Space and the “Contagious” Camera in Negotiation with the 
Border” 
*Discussant : Prof. Jason McGrath (AMES, UMN) 
 
2:45 - 3:00 pm  Break  
 
3:00 - 4:30 pm  Panel 2 
Miller, Adam T. (UC Irvine)  
“Zombies in the Anthropocene: Environmental Anxiety and Evolution in South Korean Media” 
Kim, Soyi (Minnesota)  
“Viral and Visceral: Extremist Online Feminist Collectives, Megalia and Womad, and the Image-Based Sexual Abuse in 
South Korea” 
Tan, Roxanne (Yonsei) 
“Race in a pandemic: The Necropolitics of the racialised body in fictional representations of a pandemic”  
*Discussant : Prof. Travis Workman (AMES, UMN) 
 
4:30 - 5:00 pm  Break 
5:00 - 6:30 pm  Keynote Speech - Professor Sangjoon Lee (Nanyang Technological U) 
6:30 - 6:45 pm  Break  
6:45 - 7:30 pm  Plenary Session (Q&A & Social) 
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May 1 Sat (CST) 
(EST 10:00 am - 4:45 pm / Singapore 11:00 pm - 5:45 am) 
 
 
 
9:00 - 10:30 am  Panel 3  
Cole, Megan (UC Irvine)  
“From “Earth’s Best Friend” to “Unkillable Ghost” (and Back Again): A Literary History of Kudzu in the American 
South” 
Yamato, Narusa (Stanford)  
“The Rise of the Dairy Industry and Contagious Diseases in Japan” 
Kim, Eunice (Minnesota)  
“Military Refugee Camps on Ports and Boats: Medicalization of Migrant Bodies and the Deportation Regime Since 
1965” 
*Discussant : Prof. Hiromi Mizuno (History, UMN) 
 
10:30 - 10:45 am  Break  
 
10:45 - 12:15 pm  Panel 4 
Li, Ziyang (UC San Diego) 
“Fang Fang’s Wuhan Diary, Pandemic, Digital Space and World Literature” 
Jeon, Insil (Minnesota)  
“Representation of the marginalized in nationwide curriculum in South Korea” 
Xiaoli Yang (Minnesota) 
“Aerial Materiality and Spectral Bodies: Cultivating a Viral Ecology” 
*Discussant : Prof. Ning Ma (AMES, UMN) 
 
12:15 -   1:15 pm  Lunch Break (Zoom Social) 
1:15 -   2:45 pm  Keynote Speech - Professor  Nathaniel Isaacson (NC State University) 
2:45 -   3:00 pm  Break  
3:00 -   3:45 pm  Plenary Session (Q&A + Wrap-up Discussion) 
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Presentation Abstracts & Authors’ Bios 

 
April 30 Fri (CST) 
(EST 2:15 - 8:30 pm / Singapore 3:15 - 9:30 am) 
  
 
1:15 - 2:45 pm Panel 1 
  
 
Mi, Aolan (Indiana)  
“Animated Locomotives: Trains in Chinese Children’s Magazines in the 1930s”  
  
This paper investigates the contagious spread of modernity in East Asia in the early twentieth century by looking at a 
crucial but understudied medium: Chinese children’s magazines. Specifically, I examine the representation of trains in 
children’s magazines in which the locomotives were personified as having life, awareness, will-power, thought, and 
emotion. Moreover, Chinese children were encouraged to imagine themselves as a form of technology, as though there 
is no ontological difference between machines and human beings. 
Through close readings of fairy tales, poems, and other creative works written for and by Chinese children, this study 
brings locomotives in conversation with several central themes in China’s modernization project: technological 
development, nationalism, and the discourse of children and youth. I argue that through the writings about animated 
locomotives, Chinese children were not only taught ways of handling human interconnections with the artificial but 
also ways to become the future masters of the Chinese nation.  
Methodologically speaking, this paper is informed by thing theory, post-human theory, and the broader scholarly trend 
to break through the binary framework of subject-object. I suggest that the animated locomotives are “thing-in-motion” 
through which we can better understand the unrest and ambivalence of Chinese modernity in the early 20th century. 
  
Short Bio) Aolan Mi is a fourth-year Ph.D. student at the department of East Asian Languages and Cultures in Indiana 
University, Bloomington. She is interested in modern Chinese literature and cultural history, specifically the way 
literary imagination intersects with the discourse of science and technology. Her current research examines how the 
railway—as a metaphor and a physical object— serves as a medium for Chinese people to envision the future of their 
nation in the war-ridden twentieth century. Her broader research interests also include the discourse of labor, 
transnational exchange of ideas in East Asia, and East Asian popular culture.  
   
 
Wang, Dingding (UC San Diego)  
“Viral Thinking and Biotechno-Symbiosis: Virus and Infection in Chinese Literature and Popular Discourse” 
  
This paper examines how the anthropomorphic construction of the virus in China contexts reveals a collective 
imagination of the virus as the “enemy of the people” rendered with intention and agency. Selected texts include 
popular media coverage that has forged the discourse of “object-to-human” 物傳人 or “environment-to-human” 

環境傳人 infection that intend to warn people against the infectious potential of the object and the built environment. 
This paper also looks at Chinese science fiction, including Wang Jinkang’s Fourth-Level Panic (2015), in which the virus 
is usually treated as the demonic revelation of nature as opposed to human society. 
By analyzing these key texts, this paper proposes a shifting from anthropocentric narratives to viral thinking as part of 
the posthuman strategy that underscores biotechno-symbiosis of the planetary cognitive ecology, and pinpoints how 
multiplicities of time, space, and actors are folded within our human body: our viral self encoded with genetic 
information from ancient times, the spatial migration across continents and oceans, the technical actors and artificial 
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agents that have integrated into our somatic and cognitive systems and thus made us posthuman already. Illuminated 
by recent scientific hypotheses on the virus as the crucial participant in the emergence of life on earth, this paper argues 
that not only is the history of the human being a history of infection, it is perhaps even more accurate to say that the 
emergence of organic life per se, including that of homo sapiens, was an event or multiple events of infection.   
  
Short Bio) Dingding Wang is a current Ph.D. student in Literature at UC San Diego. She received an M.A. in Critical Asian 
Humanities at Duke University. Her research interests include posthumanism, spatial theory, cognitive science, eco-
criticism, speculative fiction, and East Asian literature and culture. She is also a writer and translator. Her current 
translation projects include Katherine Hayles’ Unthought: The Power of the Cognitive Nonconscious and Nathaniel 
Isaacson’s Celestial Empire: The Emergence of Chinese Science Fiction. 
 
 
Xu, Kaiyang (USC)  
“Africa in Chinese Travelogues: the Layering of Cinematic Space and the “Contagious” Camera in Negotiation with 
the Border” 
  
The outbreak of COVID-19 has destroyed the “free transnational mobility” taken for granted in this time of 
globalization. While the contagious virus forces people to (re)build various boundaries, the virus itself still spreads 
effortlessly. Being contagious means having high mobility and conquering boundaries. In a year when international 
travel decreases drastically, it is yet the time to consider being contagious not merely a condition of building, but a 
method of breaking, certain conceptual boundaries. Prior to the pandemic, Africa has become a popular destination 
for Chinese travelers. In many travelogues they made, travelers usually posit themselves in the center of the screen 
and introduce the landscape behind them from their perspectives. The self-centered foreground renders the local 
people the background for constructing the visual contrast/border between China and African countries, hinting 
differences in economic development, living condition, social security, etc. The cinematic layering is therefore 
created. However, in Africa to China: the Least Lonely Way (2018), a short series made by a traveler Yuan Jianglei who 
rode across Africa, the camera is highly mobile while occupying flexible positions—a lens on the helmet, a Go-Pro, or 
a flying filmic drone, by which it runs beyond the traveler’s control and interrogates the layered Chinese gaze through 
bringing the nuances of the background to the audience. The camera thus achieves a conceptual zooming, an 
intellectual movement in depth. The camera also breaks the hierarchies built upon seeing and being seen by 
observing the traveler. The mobile camera is therefore a “contagious” camera transcending geopolitical and 
sociocultural boundaries that the cinematic layering encodes. This paper argues that the camera with mobility can 
become a positively contagious agency that mediates the image of a geopolitical other and the construction of an 
“other self” for mutual recognition. The dynamics between the contagious camera and cinematic layering question 
the condition upon which physical border-crossing ironically intertwines with cultural border-making, that is, the 
hierarchical thinking embedded in the fetishism of development under Chinese neoliberalism and a sense of fear for 
the unknown local under an assumption of global seamlessness. 
  
Short Bio) Kaiyang Xu receives M.A. in East Asian Studies from Duke University. She is currently a second-year Ph.D. 
student at University of Southern California. Her research interests lie in contemporary Chinese cinema and media 
studies. Kaiyang is interested in critical race theory, new media, and tourism studies. She has done research on 
Chinese film studios, film extras, and self-made videos as an empowering genre. In March 2020, she co-organized 
online panel “In the Clouds: COVID-19, Dystopian Reality and Online Carnival” and discussed online solidarity during 
the pandemic. The edited panel transcript was published by the MCLC Resource Center in May. 
  
  
3:00 - 4:30 pm  Panel 2 
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Miller, Adam T. (UC Irvine)  
“Zombies in the Anthropocene: Environmental Anxiety and Evolution in South Korean Media” 
  
Though nominally present in South Korean media since first appearing in the 1980 film Monstrous Corpse (Goeshi, 
directed by Gang Beom-Gu), South Korean zombies recently entered the public consciousness on an international 
scale with a string of films and television programs gaining global popularity and acclaim during the 2010s. The rise of 
the Korean zombie coincides with a growing awareness of the Anthropocene, a term coined by scientists Paul J. 
Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer which proposes that humankind has become a geological force affecting the Earth 
and the environment on a scale never seen before. Using the blockbuster zombie films Train to Busan (Pusanhaeng, 
2016) and Peninsula (Pando, 2020), both directed by Yeon Sang-ho, as representative examples, I posit that South 
Korean zombie media located in the Anthropocene not only features zombies that come into existence as a result of 
human actions, but also reflects the fears that humanity has regarding its impact on the environment and the 
potential for a sustainable future. In these films, humanity’s avid pursuit of the benefits of industry and capitalism 
results in the formation of the zombie contagion and the subsequent zombie apocalypse. This paper concludes that 
the environmental self-destruction of humankind leads to its evolution into a posthuman being: the zombie. In its 
formation, the zombie successfully puts an end to the Anthropocene and thrives in the posthuman world. Zombies in 
the Anthropocene, then, represent an environmentally sustainable future for South Korea, humanity, and the Earth. 
 
Short Bio) Adam T. Miller is a Ph.D. student in the Department of East Asian Studies at University of California, Irvine. 
He received his M.A. in Korean Literature from Hankuk University of Foreign Studies in 2018. His research interests 
include South Korean visual media, literature, ecocriticism, and gender and sexuality. 
 
  
Kim, Soyi (Minnesota)  
“Viral and Visceral: Extremist Online Feminist Collectives, Megalia and Womad, and the Image-Based Sexual Abuse 
in South Korea” 
 
Megalia (2015) and its offspring Womad (2016) are the extremist online feminist collectives (often dubbed “female 
trolls”) sparked by the 2015 MERS virus outbreak in South Korea. By rapidly producing and disseminating contentious 
buzzwords, neologisms, and memes—going “viral” in online spaces—these collectives provoked an unprecedented, 
nation-wide paranoia around feminist insurgency that was perceived analogously to the MERS epidemic. Focusing on 
their viral mobility and the public’s visceral reactions to them, I read Megalia and Womad as a product peculiar to South 
Korean misogyny and colonial legacies, in particular, the U.S.’s neocolonial military intervention and biomedical control 
over subaltern bodies since Korea’s independence (1945). This paper traces the conflicting perception of Korean women 
as simultaneously exploitable and repellent, from the current moment to the Korean War (1950-3), when a 
government-run prostitution of Korean women near the U.S. camp towns started to accompany a public blaming of 
these women as major “carriers” of venereal diseases. Typecasting such “overly” outspoken women as Megalia and 
Womad members as obnoxious symptomatically reveals that Korean women have long fallen prey to hyper-
pornification and commodification, both in on-and-off line spaces. By arousing public agitation, the “female trolls” 
successfully galvanized the Korean public into recognizing international online networks for image-based sexual abuse 
(or, Korea’s illegal online pornography cartel): e.g., file-sharing websites, Soranet, WeDisk, and Filenori, indicted for 
illegal porn-exchange in 2018, and recently a dark-web-based “child pornography” site Welcome to Video, and 
Telegram-based “Nth Room.” I argue that South Korea’s nationalist misogyny, which has systematically capitalized on 
women’s bodies while portraying them as uncontainable “contaminants,” has continued in parallel with technological 
advancements. 
 
Short Bio) Soyi Kim is a Ph.D. candidate in the Comparative Studies in Discourse and Society program at the University 
of Minnesota. Via the figure of the virus, her dissertation examines how, in a transnational cultural context, South 
Korean women have been represented as dangerous, contagious, and uncontainable since the mid twentieth century. 
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It analyzes, on the one hand, the state violence rooted in public health measures on Korean women enforced 
bilaterally by the U.S. and Korean governments and, on the other hand, feminist online activism and art that critically 
recognize and question the gendered image of contagious diseases. 
 

Tan, Roxanne (Yonsei) 
“Race in a pandemic: The Necropolitics of the racialised body in fictional representations of a pandemic” 
  
The perception of the ‘Other’ is heightened in times of a pandemic where the threat to one’s well-being is invisible 
yet omnipresent. Although the virus is the enemy, the visually visible racialised other becomes an easier target, 
quickly identifiable as an enemy from instant visual recognition that is informed by stereotypes.  
Through the visual representation of the racialised body being subjected to labour and then as a source of infection, 
Mbembe’s necropolitics provides an interpretive framework that allows the identification of processes which the 
racialised body undergoes and is thus transformed within fictional representations of pandemic. In The Flu (감기), a 
minor character called Monssai begins as an instrument of labour (a trafficked, Filipino migrant labour) before he is 
transformed into a vital weapon (as a natural antibody carrier) in the fight against an epidemic. The horrors of this 
process are greatly reduced and relegated to the background as the visibly Korean protagonists take centre stage. The 
Korean citizens in the film are also subjected to biopower exercised by the government initially through the numbers 
assigned to them as soon as they enter camp. In the film Contagion, patient zero is not revealed until the very end as 
the narrative follows different characters to portray bureaucracy, scientific processes and the lived experiences of 
different individuals with greater focus on the science community’s race against time to contain and vaccinate against 
the deadly virus. These portrayals offer a petri dish in which the concept of biopower and necropolitics as well as 
Butler's concept of the grievable life will provide a better lens for examining the racialised “Other” in a time of 
pandemic. 
 
Short Bio) Roxanne Tan is a graduate student whose research interests encompass narratives of violence and identity 
politics in Southeast Asia and East Asia. She is an MA candidate in English language and literature at Yonsei University 
and is currently on a leave of absence due to the pandemic.  
  
  
May 1 Sat (CST) 
(EST 10:00 am - 4:45 pm / Singapore 11:00 pm - 5:45 am) 
 
  
9:00 - 10:30 am  Panel 3  
  
 
Cole, Megan (UC Irvine)  
“From “Earth’s Best Friend” to “Unkillable Ghost” (and Back Again): A Literary History of Kudzu in the American 
South” 
  
In this paper, I outline the ecological and literary genealogies of kudzu in the U.S. South, highlighting how scholarly 
and cultural representations alike of “America’s most infamous weed” have historically advanced flawed assumptions 
about the invasive vine. I will then argue that by adopting a more nuanced understanding of the vine’s ecological 
impact, rather than accepting its long-standing reputation as exclusively an environmental threat, twenty-first-
century writers are shifting kudzu’s metaphoricity away from sensational and xenophobic anxieties around foreign 
invasion, unbridled sexuality, contagion, and erasure of some quintessentially “Southern” ecology and identity, and 
toward identifying kudzu as a Southern “outsider” and transplant that has enriched, not destroyed, the South’s 
ecological and cultural landscapes. In the process, I will demonstrate how kudzu’s metaphorical fluidity, transformed 
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through literary and cultural production, has materially altered the Southern ecological landscape over the past 
century. 
  
Short Bio) Megan Cole is an English PhD student at the University of California, Irvine studying nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century American literature. Her research interests include eco-criticism, energy humanities, and 
environmental humanities.  
  
 
Yamato, Narusa (Stanford)  
“The Rise of the Dairy Industry and Contagious Diseases in Japan” 
  
As the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed, although outbreaks of contagious diseases can disrupt business operations, 
they can also create new opportunities for profit. My research explores the relationship between contagious diseases, 
business, and the state by tracing the growth of the dairy industry in Japan from the 1890s to 1920s. I focus on the role 
of Suminokura Masamichi (1857-1927), a former physician who became a cattle breeder and a leading producer of 
bovine vaccines. Suminokura ventured into the dairy industry while trying to develop new vaccines against smallpox, a 
disease which continued to afflict the Japanese population in the new era of Meiji. My paper will show how he managed 
three interrelated businesses–vaccine manufacturing, milking, and cattle raising–by using the same herd of cattle. 
Suminokura produced bovine vaccines by inoculating cows with human smallpox and scratching some puss from these 
cows onto the skin of vaccine recipients. Suminokura “recycled” these cows to produce milk and meat. This efficient 
cycle of cow use was indirectly promoted by the Meiji government that was simultaneously committed to encouraging 
business development and improving national hygiene. Investigating Suminokura’s business operations highlights the 
versatility of cows that blurs the boundaries between medicine, food, and agriculture, thereby demonstrating that 
cattle were an important resource to Meiji Japan.  
  
Short Bio) I am Narusa YAMATO, a second-year Ph.D. student at Stanford’s History Department focusing on Japanese 
history. I began developing my interest in Japanese history during my college years at the University of Tokyo and 
pursued this further at Harvard University’s M.A. program devoted to East Asian studies, where my study was fully 
funded by The Harvard Yenching Institute. My current research interests include: imperialism, capitalism, and 
commodities. I am particularly interested in exploring the state-business relationship and plan to expand my 
geographical scope beyond Japan proper to its colonies such as Taiwan and Manchuria.  
  
  
Kim, Eunice (Minnesota)  
“Military Refugee Camps on Ports and Boats: Medicalization of Migrant Bodies and the Deportation Regime Since 
1965” 
  
The rise of postwar human rights discourse and the United States military involvement in Asia played a crucial role in 
legislating 1980 Refugee Act. My research analyzes how the asylum system continued and solidified the xenophobic 
linkage between disease and immigrant bodies by looking at the interactions of US military affiliated workers, medical 
officers, humanitarian workers, indigenous and native community members, and migrants on the various port cities 
and navy vessels across the Pacific Ocean where US military was present. Such agendas in Philippines, Hawaii, and Guam 
starting in the 19th century affected transpacific migration and settlement from 1960s onward as well. As the warfare 
increased American humanitarian intervention outside its borders, the precarious position occupied by noncitizens 
within the US ironically worsened during this period. Preliminary research at Immigration History Research Center 
Archives (UMN) shows that healthcare workers and humanitarian relief workers who have visited permanent and 
temporary refugee camps in Southeast Asia discussing the lack of pre-entry vaccination and sanitization programs. 
Some of the 1970-policy proposals submitted to the Twin Cities show how refugees and migrants were stereotyped as 
having cultural and social heritage that is unsanitary living habits and food customs, while other documents show that 
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caseworkers, sometimes refugees community members themselves, were acutely aware of the need to use these 
stereotypes in their favor to increase access to public resources. 
  
Short Bio) Eunice Kim is a graduate student in University of Minnesota’s history department. Her research interest is 
in transpacific migration, with a focus on how Asian migrant communities have maintained their transnational 
connections as the American political climate and immigration policies rapidly changed during the latter half of the 
20th century. She wrote her MA thesis on the structural violence of British immigration law and the tactics of 
overt/subversive resistance amongst Asian and Asian British diasporic communities. 
  
  
10:45 - 12:15 pm  Panel 4 
  
  
Li, Ziyang (UC San Diego) 
“Fang Fang’s Wuhan Diary, Pandemic, Digital Space and World Literature” 
  
After the Covid-19 outbreak, Fang Fang, a Chinese writer living in Wuhan, began to publish her daily entries online, 
triggering nationwide and worldwide discussion. The uniqueness of the diary is that its writing, reading and 
translating processes happened (online) simultaneously and mutually “infected”. The text no longer belonged solely 
to the author/translator but became promiscuity of worldwide voices. This means that the diary entered the sphere 
of world literature even at its moment of genesis, requiring a new way to understand world literature. 
First, the paper does close reading to analyze how cyberspace’s “contagious nature” enabled the hyper-interaction 
between diary writing and its renditions (real-time comments, memes, embedded hyperlinks, etc.). The diary text 
became a metaphorically and self-reflexively contagious “biosphere”, where the author and readers absorbed, 
radiated and refracted one another’s thoughts. Moreover, the translation version, with abundant interlingual nuances 
and additions (e.g.: translator’s afterword, the author’s interface, endnotes, etc.), turned the text into an eclectic mix 
of worlding, where various temporalities, socio-political conditions and discursive environments overlap and clash. 
The third part analyzes how digital space transformed world literature into a polyphonic mode of reading and the text 
into a laced work of densely inscribed and contagious voices. This raises an awareness of the widespread potential to 
participate in textual writing, regardless of one’s nationalities and ethnicities, and disavows the arrogant 
preconditioning of a book as a foreign author’s writing from a distant country, thereby eliminating all forms of X-
centric interpretative tyranny. In sum, combining theories of textuality, literary criticism, translation and digital 
media, this paper uses the contagion metaphor to explore how taking textual production as a contagious progress can 
reshape our understanding of world literature. 
  
Short Bio) Ziyang Li received his M.A. in Critical Asian Humanities at Duke University and is now a first-year Ph.D. 
student of the department of Literature at University of California, San Diego. His research spans sound studies, film, 
(audio-visual) technologies and gender studies to examine how visual and sonic elements as different indexes reflect 
and inform gender discourses. Specifically, he focuses on modern Chinese films and film songs and their interaction 
with Southeast Asia. Since the outbreak of the pandemic, he has extended his focus on technology to pandemic-
related topics to see how media technology plays a role in human relationship. 
  
 
Jeon, Insil (Minnesota)  
“Containing South Koreanness through Curriculum”  
  
This paper examines nation-wide curriculum as a medium of spreading mainstream ways of thinking, eventually 
shaping “ways of being” of students with diverse backgrounds in South Korea. Specifically, the focus is on 
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multicultural students and their sub-groups within the public school system, and related curricular standards of 
several subject matters including Korean as a Second Language.   
In accordance with a gradual shift from a homogenous, one-nation, one-people ideology to a heterogeneous and 
multicultural society, the curriculum has gone through several modifications in an attempt to reflect such societal 
changes. Adopting relevant curricular standards within conventional subject matters such as Do-deok (ethics), social 
studies, and a newly implemented Korean as a Second Language curriculum in 2012 has been the main topic of 
discussion regarding the integration of students from diverse backgrounds into formal education settings.  
However, such curricular efforts have arguably remained limited to content integration, which positions Korea at the 
center with other cultures being observed and accepted from a distance. This positioning often fails to consider the 
already-intercultural makeup of South Korea in the 21st century. Further, the promotion of the monolithic concept of 
South Korea as an ethno-nation marginalizes students from other cultural backgrounds who are already part of South 
Korean society. Thus, the curriculum, originally intended to guide students to the acceptance of other cultures, ends 
up being more “How to act and think like a South Korean.” The result is a kind of knowledge production that although 
spread throughout the country of South Korea through its education curriculum, is contained within the ethno-nation 
as such.  
  
Short Bio) Insil Jeon is a PhD student in Curriculum and Instruction at the University of Minnesota - Twin Cities. Her 
research interests include race studies, multicultural education in South Korea, and immigrant and refugee student 
schooling experience with a focus on racialization. 
  
  
Yang, Xiaoli (Minnesota) 
“Aerial Materiality and Spectral Bodies: Cultivating a Viral Ecology” 
  
Waking up amid the dawn of the second decade of the twenty-first century, we find ourselves intruded upon and our 
bodies penetrated by a mini-monster: the novel coronavirus that causes Covid-19. The coronavirus seems to come 
from the outside, that which has been lurking out of our sight, then ambushing the realm of the human, and thereby 
rendering the anthropocentric bubble burst in the blink of an eye. What upsets us most might be the fact that the 
virus seems to be nowhere, but turns out to be probably everywhere, inside and outside our bodies. Their spectral 
materialities have been displayed in social media, pandemic reports, scientific research papers, and so on. But, how 
do visual arts, in particular, represent such aerial materiality of the virus that always goes beyond human sight and 
perception? To address this question, this paper engages with the artwork “Air Memorial” (2003) by contemporary 
Chinese artist Xu Bing and the short film Visit (2020) by well-known director Jia Zhangke. The former was made during 
the height of the SARS epidemic in Beijing, while the latter was filmed during the current SARS-CoV-2 pandemic. 
Inspired by new materialistic approaches, I look particularly at the material encounters between the human and the 
viruses. “Air Memorial” materializes the virus by collecting viral air in a transparent glass bubble, whereas Visit 
captures the viral spectrality on how people perceive their bodies, deal with their bodily encounters with each other, 
and become nostalgic of human crowds and bodily intimacy. Both works, although from different angles, reveal 
layered materialities of viruses and the spectrality of both human and viral bodies. In a neo-materialistic sense, the 
ontological distinction between humans and viruses dissolves, for viruses have constituted human existence, a reality 
that we are learning and will continue to learn through bodily (im)mobility and plasticity. It is based on the corporeal 
co-existence between humans and viruses, while not without heightened precarity, that I advocate cultivation of a 
viral ecological thinking, which is not only embodied within human-virus relationship but also needs to be expanded 
to human-nonhuman collaborative survival in the Anthropocene. 
  
Short Bio) Xiaoli Yang, PhD candidate in Cultural Studies and Comparative Literature. Her research interests include 
ecomedia studies, posthumanism, new materialism, and contemporary Chinese literature, film, and video art. She is 
currently working on her dissertation titled “Bodily Encounters: The Nonhuman in Chinese Ecomedia.” 
  


