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The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

;\ renewal of official support for intellectual 

interchange with the West began in early 1985. 

'lhe Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign ended and 

the government embarked on a series of liberal 

reforms. Released from the restraints of che previous 

three years, avant-gardism flourished across the 

arts-literature, dance, music, visual arr, and film. 

This phenomenon would soon be known as the '85 

Movement, a name T first used in early 1986 during a 

lecture summarizing and introducing the movement 

co the nationwide art community. In February 1985, 

the Chinese Writers Association held its fourth 

conference in Beijing, denouncing conservatism and 

calling for freedom of expression (chua11gz110 ziyou). 

A parallel development occurred in the visual ans 

with the widespread appearance of unofficial groups, 

largely cohering into a unified movement. 

'(his period was characterized by rhe most 

intense discussion of culwre since the early twentieth 

century. Many works of Western philosophy, history, 

aesthetics, and psychology appeared in translation. 

Numerous scholarly conferences were held one 

after the other. Chinese scholars, both in China 

and abroad, involved themselves in the debate. At 

rhe same rime, ancient Chinese philosophy, history, 

culcure, and religion were reevaluated, criticized, 

or accepted according co contemporary standards. 

'fhe discussion proceeded in chree stages, as in che 
early twentieth century: first, there was an analysis 

of similarities and differences between China and 

the West (:Lhongxi yitong); second, comparisons rook 

place considering the respective merits and flaws of 

Chinese and 'J<'csrern culture (7,hongxi you!ue); and 

third, discussions concerning the future of Chinese 

and \X/esrern culture ('Lhongxi qushi) ensued. 1 In the 

arr world, rhe tension between traditionalism and 

anti traditional ism was focused on whether or not 

tradition required modernization, on the definition 

of modernism in contemporary art, and above all on 

Chinese attitudes coward and evaluations of Western 

contemporary arc.2 In chis atmosphere, che artists 

eagerly sought information on Western modern art 

by any means, especially through publications and 

exhibitions. Most of their information came from 

articles translated from foreign languages or from 

writings by a few Chinese scholars who introduced 

Western modern art into Chinese magazines. Among 

the publications and exhibitions, the mosr imporranr 

and inAuential w,1s Herbert Read's Concise Histo1y of 
Modem Painting, which was translated in 1983 into 

Chinese. In the early 1980s, the book was probably 

rhe only source for Chinese artists ro learn about 

Western modern arc di recrly from the \Xlesr.' 

'lhe first influential Western art exhibition was 

a survey of Robert Rauschenberg's work char opened 

in November 1985 at the National Art Museum of 

China, Beijing, although some important foreign 

arc exhibitions had taken place in Beijing scarring 

in che late 1970s.' Rauschenberg's exhibit had a 

profound impact on artists of the '85 Movement. 

'[his was the Chinese public's first opportunity ro see 

original works by a contemporary Western artist. Tn 

1985 Rauschenberg delivered a lecture at the Central 

Academy of Graphic Arr in Beijing and parcicipaced 
in a discussion with Beijing artists including Wang 

Luyan, Zhang \X/ei, Ma Kelu, and others who were 

members of the Stars and :-Jo Name, the groups that 

were not operating under official sanction. 5 

'l11is newly charged intellectual enYironment was 

made more acute by the rather sudden appearance of 

a new avant-garde movement in early 1985. In 1985 

and 1986, seventy-nine self-organized avanr-garde 
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art groups, including 111ore 1ha11 2,250 of' die nation's 

yow1g artists, emerged to organize exhibitions, to hold 

conferenn·s, and to write 1m111if es1ns ;111d art ides ;1bnur 

their art. A total of 149 exhibitions were organized by 

the groups within the span of d1ese two years.<, 

Avant-garde ideas and art groups were 

enthusiastically prumored in new magnines and 

newspapers such as Meishu sichao (Arr trends), 

founded in January 1985; Zhongguo rnl'ishubao 

(rine arcs in China), begun in July 1985; and 

Hu1lji1l (Painters), first published i11 October 1985. 

Established journals such as Meishu (Arr monthly), 

the mosc inCTuemial maga·Line in the contemporary 

Chinese art world, which had been published by che 

official Chinese Artists Association since 1952, also 

strongly supported the young art groups due to an 

open-minded policy and tht' young edicorship.]i,mgsu 
huakan Uiangsu picrorial), a magazine tradirionally 

focused 011 ink pai11ti11g, also sl1if1ed atte11tio11 LO the 

'85 Movement, Many of rhe publications' editors 

wen: young critit:s who d1e1mdves wen: involved 

in the avanr-garde.7 'lhese journals reported the 

activities of rhe group movement. During 1985 and 

1986, I myself traveled throughout China many times 

ro visit various groups, and I collected significant 

documentary materials, such as manifestos, slides of 

the artists' works, artidcs, and notes. In April 1986, I 

gave a talk entitled "J.hwu meishu yundong" ('!he '85 

arr movemem) at chat year's acional Oil Paiming 

Conference ( (Juanguo youhua taoltmhui) organized 

by che Chinese Anises A~sociation; in it I discussed 

102 Chapter 3 

Figure 3.1 

Exhibition in He Mole's house in the 

Beijing diplomatic compound, 1985. 

Robert Rauschenberg and Wang 

Luyan are seen here talking in front 

of Wang Luyan·s work. Photograph 

provided by Zhang Wei. 

d1c:-art ideas and works of various groups and 

showed about three hundred slides to an audience 

consisting 111ostly of i110ue111ial anists. 8 My speech 

was the first announcement of the emergence of the 

'85 Movc:mem to the Chinese an world and public. 

Because it was presented ar the first official meeting 

in the art world after tht' Anti-Spiritual Pollution 

Campaign was launched in l ')83, and as such sent 

a sign uf political relaxation and a policy of more 

openness, the publication of this rexr helped ease, ro 

a certain degree, tl1esuppression of s0111e avant-garde 

groups by local officials. ln :Z.hongguo meishubao, 

a special section for the avant-garde groups was 

created, calJed "Qingnian qunri zhuanlan" (Young 

artists' groups), and it continually reported on and 

discussed the groups' activities, ideas, and works. 9 

The academies also played a very important 
role in the avant-garde groups. ln the pose-Cultural 

Revolution period, tlie Sid1uan Ac;idemy of Fine 

Arr in Chongqing, Siclrnan province, in southwest 

Clii11a, was Lhe Jomi11a11t eJucatio11al ce11ter, as 

all of the most influential scar and rustic realist 

painters were alumni. The most influential academy 

for the generation of the '85 Movement, however, 

was Zhejiang Academy of Fine Art in Hangzhou, 

Zhejiang province, about two hundred kilometers 

from Shanghai. This academy has bc<.:n a l<.:ading art 

educational center since rhe first half of twentieth 

century. Tn rhe 1980s, Zhejiang Academy of Fine 

Art built on the modern art legacy initiated by Lin 

l~engmian by keeping a more open view coward 

Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



Year 

Area 
1977 1978 1979 1980 

Uaoninq 

BerJng 4 8 

Zhcjrang 

Shanghai 

Shandong 

Yunnan 

T1an1in 

S1chuan 

Shanxi 

lnne1 Mongoli:i 

Jiangsu 

Anhui 

Shanxi 

Hunan 

Tibet 

Fujian 

J1angx1 

Guangdong 

Q111gha1 

H11he1 

Hcilongjiang 

Jilin 

Heibei 

Gansu 

Henan 

Foreign Country 

Total Tunes 0 5 11 

Total Areas 0 2 4 

An overview of avant-garde activities throughout 

China, translated from Gao et al., Zhongguo dangdai 

meishushi 1985-1986, 623. The chart was made by Tong 

Dian, one of the authors of that book. 

The increasing numbers of avant-garde activities 

from 1977 to 1986; translated from Gao et al., Zhongguo 

dangdai meishushi 1985-1986, 620. The chart was made 

by Tong Dian, one of the authors of the book. 
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Z/Jo11gguo meishubao, no. 2 (August 3, 1985). 
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Western modern arc, on one hand, and paying 

equal arrenriun ru rradi ciunal Chinese culture and 

philosophy, such as Chan l3uddhism, on the other. io 

Young, academically rrained arrisrs began ru 

play a leading role in the mid- l 980s, in particular 

some graduaLes of the Zhejiang Arndemy of Fine 

Art: Wang Guangyi, Zhang Pcili, Geng Jianyi, 
Huang Yungping, Gu Wenda, and Wu Shanzhuan 

were all leading figures in the '85 Movement and all 
attended the Zhejiang Academy. The anises might 

not have learned much from the school's teachers 
direcrly, because in China's academics a realisr 

style has always dominated, even after the Cultural 

RevoluLion. However, Lhey learned from so111e young 

teachers and their classmates outside the classroom, 

and, most imporcandy, they were stimulated by che 

books imported from Euro-American circles in the 

early l 980s. When che inrernaciunal exhibicion called 

the "Exhibition of I ncernacional Arc Publications" 

("Guoji yishu shuzhan") opened in che National 

History Museum in Beijing in 1982, Xiao reng, then 

rh<: dirt:ctur ufZht:jiangAcadw1y of Fin<: Arr, dt:cidt:d 

co buy all the publications from che exhibition. 'lhese 

rich resources, published in various languages, lacer 

greacly stimulated the '85 Movement generacion. 11 

The ocher source of scimulaciun came from 

rhe open educational environmenr fostered by rhe 

school's general policies. For instance, che nature 

of the 1985 graduation exhibition of the Zhejiang 

Academy was quire different from chose before and 

caused an incense controversy, because a number of 

che works shown were experimental, expressing many 

different individual conceptions and styles. In 1985 

the school changed the rule char senior students muse 
follow rheir instructor's fuvored .~uhjecr m:1rcer, sryle, 

and technique, and allowed rhe students co create a 

single work in any freely chosen sryle as rheir diplonrn 

work. Moreover, under che new policy, scudenrs could 

choose different conceprual or stylistic approaches 

chat allowed rhe creation of mulriparr series. As one 

reacher said, "Under the party:s reform policy, we ask 

students to express their undistorted chinking and 

rrne feeling in bolclly exploring their 1111ici11e langnage 

in order co free their talents and individual insighc."12 

The many controversial experimenral works displayed 

in the class of 1985's graduation exhibition caused 

a sensation in the Chinese art world, thereby 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

Figure 3.5 

Zhang Oun and Meng Luding, /11 tits New Era: Rsvalatio11s of Adam 

and Eve, 1985. 

encouraging a new generation of artists born in the 

I 960s, and trained after the Cultural Revolution, co 

adopt the new avant-garde orientation. 

Similar phenomena also rook place in some 

other academic.~, especially in Sichuan, Beijing, 

and Cuangzhou. 13 In May 1985, the exhibition 

"Young Arc of Progressive China" ("Qianjin zhong 

de Zhongguo qingnian meishu zuopin zhan"), held 

in che National Art Museum of China, brought 

rogerher work from various academies, including 

those in Zhejiang, Beijing, and Sichuan. The most 

remarkable works in chis show combined neorealism 

:ind Western surrealism, an approach rypified, for 

instance, by a work executed by cv,o senior students 

of the Central Academy in fieijing, Zhang Qun and 

Meng Luding. In the New Era: Revelations of Adam 
and Eve (Zaixinshidai-yad,mg he xi,1w1t de qishi). 14 

105 Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



Compared ro rhe Scars group and scar painters of 

rhe generarion of rhe Red Guards, rhe new generarion 

of arrisrs was able ro rake irs consciousness of spirimal 

liberation in wider cultural and political directions. 

Zhang Qun and Meng Luding's above-mentioned 

painring represenred the early '85 Movement's 

consciousness of its own role in the project of 
enlightenment, even if it was a rather premature and 

naive piece of work inspired by surrealism. In this 

painting, a young woman bursts ouc of a wall from 

a glass frame, holding an apple, a biblical symbol of 

original sin. A young man sics waiting. "lhc naked bodies 

on either side symboli1e Adam and Eve. l-3ehind them, 

there arc chc two open doors of the forbidden Cicy; 

underneath their feet arc images from the Dunhuang 

Caves, symbolizing tradition. • I he tensions between the 

inside and outside of the frame, inside and outside of 

chc w:1II, and inside and omsidc of chc gaccs symbolize 

the fact thac the new generation of avanc-garde anises 

was broadening its consciousness of space from political 

ideology ro the pursuit of individual freedom, and 

breaking free from all sorts of confinements, including 

political and authoritative ones. ·1 he piece also caused 

an intense debate among the members of the Pri,:e 

Commiccce of the cxhibicion. 1
' 

·1 he arrists of the '85 Movement, however, 

rebelled against the academics that spawned them, as 

the artists embraced a social direction that was boldly 

articulated in opposition to individual style and self­

indulgence as pursued by the new academics and the 

amateur avant-garde of the Red Cuard generation. 

Geographically, most an groups were located 

on the cast coast and in central China, especially 

in the cities of Beijing or Shanghai and in Jiangsu, 

1 lubci, and Zhejiang provinces, where there arc large 

concentrations of population. "lhroughout modern 

Chinese history rhese areas have been more advanced 

in education and more industrialized. Most of the 

groups were in favor of a conceptual approach, 

regardless of the kind of media they employed. ln 

contrast. arc groups located in che norchwesc and 

sourhwesr, areas still home to a rradirional agricultural 

lifestyle and most of chc minorities in China, were 

interested in frankly and militantly expressing their 

intuitive feelings and favored primitive themes. Very 

frequently, artists there deployed images of minority 

people and an abstract expressionist style. 

106 

(North and South) East Coast 

Along the easr coast, Hangzhou, Shanghai, Beijing, 

and Nanjing were the centers of the nationwide avant­

garde movement. Among the avant-garde groups 

located in the easr, however, one of the most intluenrial 

groups of the '85 Movement, che Northern Art Group 

(/Jeifimgrpt11Li), was not located in those centers but 

rather was founded in March 1985 in Harbin, 

Heilongjiang province (the area formerly known as 

Manchuria). The group promoted a "civilization of 

chc north," which ics anises believed would surpass 

both Western and traditional Chinese civilizations. 

Emulating surrealism, their paintings often featured 

barren landKape clements and abstract forms 

suggesred by the glacial terrain of norchern China to 

express their concepts of what they called fixing huihua 

or rationalisr paincing. ·1 he artists Wang Cuangyi, 

Shu Qun, and Ren Jian were the most influential and 

played a leading role in the '85 Movement. 

As mcnrioncd before, Hangzhou, in Zhejiang 

province, played a very important role in the '85 

Movement due to the importance of Zhejiang 

Academy of i-:ine Arr. Members of the H.rng-,hou­

based self-organized group called the Pool Society 

(Chishe), including Zhang Peili, Geng Jianyi, and 

Wang Qiang, were notable for cheir biting sense of 

humor and absurdist spirir. '[heir works featured 

"gray humor" (huise youmo) paintings, performance 

works, and conceptual art (sec chapter 6). ·1 heir 

practice, begun in the mid-'80s, influenced the 

artists of rhe '90s. In January 1986, the '"86 Last 

Exhibition, No. I" ("'86 wihou huazh:111 yi hao") 

opened at the Zhejiang Art Gallery. Organized 

by seven young artists of the Zhejiang Academy, 

including Gu \X/enda and Song Baoguo, it featured 

rcadymadc objects and performance works. ·1 he 

show was closed by authorities three hours after its 

opening because of rhe sexual conrenr of some of rhe 
works.'[ hrcc months later, Wu Shamhuan and fellow 

artists in Hangzhou held cwo private exhibitions 

of installations entitled 70% Red, 25% Blr1ck, r1nd 

5% V(lhite (Ho11g 50%, hei 25%, bai 5%) and Red 

Humor: Rig Poster (Hongff youmo: dazibao), which 

began their practice of language art (sec chapter 7). 

In comparison with other areas, Shanghai was a 

uniquely modern cultural center and home to some 
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Activity Numbers 

40-45 

10-15 

7 9 

5 6 

Below 5 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

0 

Avant-garde activities (mainly exhibitions 

and conferences) in the provinces from 

1977 to 1986; translated from Gao et al., 

Zho11gguo da11gdai meishushi 1985-1986, 

625. The chart was made by Tong Dian, one 

of the authors of the book. 

A party of the 777 Group. including Shu 

Oun, Ren Jian, Zhang Shuguang, lu Ying, 

and Zhang Oianti, 1984. 
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early modern arc groups, such as che Srorm Sociecy 

(Jieelanshe), which emerged in the 1910s. ln the '85 

Movemenr, Shanghai's avam-garde praccice was also 

distinctive. There were not as many arc groups as in 

the orher big cicies in the easr. Rather, Shanghai artists 

practiced their art more individually and seldom 

foun<le<l lasting groups sharing a similar style an<l 

concept. ·1 he only exception was the M Art Group 

(M qunti) led by Song Haidong, yet another Zhejiang 

Academy graduate, who created performance and 

conceptual arc forabouca year (seechapter6). However, 

in Shanghai during the mid-1980s, various exhibitions 

and activities provided numerous opporcunities for 

young nrtists to communicate with one another. 16 

Many experimental group shows in 1985 and 1986 

rebelled against authoricy and conservatism. 17 

Among these group shows, "Convex/Concave" 

("Aotuzhan") was one of the most provocative avant­

garde events in Shanghai, with an impact similar to 

Figure 3.8 

Wang Giang. Adagio in the Opening of Second Movement, Sym­

phony No. 5, 1985. In the background is the exhibition "'85 New 

Srrnce" ("Bawu xinkongjian"). 

108 Chapter 3 

char of che mil icanr performance of che M Art Croup 

show. 'lhe gallery space of "Convex/Concave" was 

decorated with che forms of rhe Chinese characcers 

aot/.t (convex/concave), and most works in the show 

were inscallations, sculptures, and mural paintings. 

Various readymade objects and strange signs were 

mixed together, tu demonstrate d1at they were artworks 

by Shanghai bohemians with an unconventional 

arrirnde. As Li Shan said, "Tradition has suppressed 

us and made it hard to breathe. We need something 
like this show co mock realicy."18 "[he show caused a 

sensation in Shanghai and many university studenrs 
visited it, discussing and debating while in the gallery. 

A report by Li Jian published in the most important 

Shanghai newspaper, Xinmin wanbno, was titled "The 

Incomprehensible Convex/Concave Exhibition" 

("Buke siyi de aocuzhan"). The reporrer described a 

bohemian-type art that was extremely similar co that 

of the East Village in Manhattan. 19 
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Figure 3.9 

Group photo of the cast of Hamlet in Heaven. From right to left Zhu 

Wei, Hua Dong, Sun Baoguo, Yang Min, Lu Zuogeng (original name 

Lu Yongqieng), end Weng Denshen, 1986. 

Figure 3.10 

Members of the "86 Last Exhibition, No. 1" in the collective creation 

Hamlet in He,1ven (stage photo no. 5). 1986. 
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The poster for "Convex/Concave." 
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Li Shan, The Waking Dream, 1984. 

Beijing is a national policical and culrural ccnccr. 

Ir also played a very imporram role in disseminating 

information on the '85 Movement nationwide, because 

many critics, and a number of magazines, arc located 

there. Beijing is also the most sensitive place politically, 

which makes ;ivanr-garde practice and challenges 

ro authority or censorship more controversial there 

than anywhere else in the country. For instance, two 

influential national arr journals, Meislm and Zhong,_e:110 

meishuhao, were targeted in every political campaign 

of rhe '80s. In Beijing, it is also very easy ro make an 

arr evenr inro some kind of polirical evenr. '[he besr 

example of thb was rhe 1989 "China/ Avant-Garde" 

exhibition at the National Arr Museum of China, 

which was closed by rhc authorities twice because of 

performances connected with ir. 

Ir seems, however, rhar the young artist groups in 

Beijing of the mid- I 980s were still influenced by che 

new academicism, mainly emanating from the Beijing 

Central Academy of hne Arr. 'I hey were nor as vital 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

and anragon1snc as mosc of rhe avant-garde groups 

in orhcr cities and provinces. One reason might be 

chat the groups in Beijing were organized more or 

less officially or pseudo-officially. for instance, rhc 

biggest and most powerful young artists' group was 

the Beijing Youth [)ainring ~ociery (Heijing qing11ir111 

/ma!JUi), which was officially organized by rhe Beijing 

Communist Youth Community (Co11gqi11gtufln 

Beiji11gshi weiy11a11h11i). Ir was founded at rhe rime of 

its first exhibition opening on ,v!ay 16, 1986. 'I hat was 

rhe year during rhe 1980s when China was most open 

polirically, and rhe Beijing Yourh Painring Sociery 

organized a number of experimental exhibitions. 

Perhaps rhe mosr radical arr group in Beijing was rhe 

group of arrisrs from the Central Academy of hne Arr 

who organized the "November Exhibition" ("Shiyiyue 

hua,han") held ar rhe Porbidden Ciry.!" '[he rwcmy 

artists in this group show later formed the Beijing 

Youth Painting Society under the government's 

auspices. 
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Ma Lu. Dream Is Just Dream. 1985. 

112 3 

Nanjing, the capital of Jiangsu province, was 

anorher imporranr base for avanr-garde practice 

in the '85 Movement. Among its groups was the 

Red Journey, established in 1987 and led by Ding 

bng (sec chapter 5), who was a typical rationalise 

painter de\'ored co quasi-religious rhemes of sacrifice. 

")he group consisred of the principle organizers of 

the 1985 ''Jiangsu Art Week Modern Art Festival" 

("Jiangsu qingnian yishu zhou: Daxing yishuzhan"), 

an inAuencial exhibition covering all the arts. ' 1 

'lhe New Barbarianism (Xin _)'e:dng zl.//fyi) group 

emphasized and pursued primirivism and individual 

freedom in its art, opposing the approach of the 

Red Journey's rationalist painting.22 ')he group 

movemem in Nanjing peaked in 1986 with an open­

air exhibition called "To Bring into the Light" ("Sh::ii 

raiyang") rhar rook place in Xuanwu Lake Park 

(Xufl!1111uhu gongyurm) from September 1 to October 

5. About one thousand artists p::irticipated. displaying 

about seven hundred works on the grounds. ·1 he goal 

of this self-organized acriviry was ro eliminare any 

instirurional barriers confining young arrisrs. Ir also 

allegorized the illness of the contemporary Chinese 

art world, and prc5cribed as a treatment the taking of 

healthy sunlight. ' 1 

Nanjing was also rhe place rhar culrivared a new 

Chinese ink painring movemenr, called new literati 

painting (xinwmrmlma). 'lhis grew out of the city's 

long rradition of literari painring and rhe presence 

of an inAucnrial modern ink painting school in the 

ciry '• In 1985, critic Li Xiaoshan's article "'Jhc End 

and Dearh of Chinese Painting" shocked adherents 

of tradition across the nation.,, New literati painting 

quickly became known narionwide after rhe artists 

had an exhibition in the National Art Museum of 

China in Beijing in July 1987. 

Outside of Nanjing, in Xuzhou ciry in Jiangsu 

province, the "Xulhou Modern Art Exhibition" 

("Xuzhou xiandai yishuzhan") was an extremely 
violent exhibition organized by several ~want-garde 

groups, including the Sunday Painting Society 

(Xi11gqitim1 Ima/mi), rhe Rhinoceros Painting Sociery 

(Xini11 l}[/11/mi), the Red, Yellow, Blue Paincing 

Society (Hong, lmang, !1111 Ima/mi), and the Black­

White Creative Society (Jfeibai ch1111ngz11oshe). The 

aggressive and provocacive works in the show drew 

criticism rhar derided rhe artisrs as ''animals," "ugly 
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•• Jiangsu Art Week Modern Art Festival;· October 1985. 

A photograph of "To Bring into the Light." Nanjing, 1986. 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 113 Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



and wild," "psychoric wirh bipolar disorder," and so 

on. 26 ln the manifesto of the exhibition, the artists 

wroce, "We were rold one morning rhar God is 

dead. Various icons have been marked with a 'cross' 

in blood-red color. How can we rescue our rescless 
souls? 'I here are t\¥0 Chinese characters for 'destroy' 

wrim:n on rhe unsteady banner of rhe show. While 

we :ire relentlessly pushed by some incomprehensible 

desire ro go forward, we are seeking a new God, in 

order to touch her beautiful fuce-and chen open fire 
ro kill her."27 

The '85 Movement continued to spread, 

peaking in 1986 wich che emergence of a number 

of conceptual or anci-:irt (fanyishu) groups in e:iscern 

China. The concepcualiscs challenged noc only 

propagandise arr and the new academicisc styles, hue 

the idealism of their avanr-garde colleagues as well. 

Their principal goal was to eradic:ite utopianism, 

subjectivity, and che artist's hand. ·1heir primary 

media were language and readymade objects. Their 

conceptual sources were Dada and Chan (Zen) 
Buddhism, the I.mer of which, like Dada, attemprs 

ro break free of any doctrine or :iurhority. A number 

of the leading anises of these groups graduaced from 

che Zhejiang Academy of Fine Art. 
'll1e most extreme philosophical and conceptual 

arc project was by the Xlamen Dadaists, a group based 

in Xiamen city, f.11ji:1n province, and led hy Huang 

Yongping. Huang had already begun his concepcual 

an prncr ice in 1983, when he.~, udied ;11 rhe Zhejhrng 

Academy. ·1 he establishment of Xiamen Dada in 

1986 coincides with rhc crearion of irs 111:rnifesro, 

which was written by Huang and entitled "Xian1en 

Dada: A Kind of Postmodern ism?" ("Xia men Dada: 

Yizhong houxiandai?"). In it, Huang advocates the 

synthesis of Dadaism and Chan Ruddhism (see 

chapter 6). 28 

Tn F11jian province, rhere were severnl ;ivanr­

gardc groups in fozhou, the provincial capital. and 
Quaru.hnu, a fomnirs ancienc Chinese seapnrr. In 

Quanzhou, che most influential group was BYY. 
'£11 is name comes from the three initial letters of 

the pinyin romanization of bu yi yang (difference), 
demonstrating the group's antagonistic attitude. 

The group consisted of thirteen artists, including 

C:;ri C.11nciia11g, now hased in New Ynrk ;111d well 

known internationally. ~, he group had two shows. 

114 Chapter 3 

Figure 3.16 

"The Xuzhou Modern Art Exhibition," 1986. 
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Figure 3.17 

Rhinoceros Painting Society, '87 Body Art, 1987. 
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Figure 3.18 

Catalogue of tho "'Ximnen Dada Modern Art Exhibition" with 

Huang Yonyping's manifesto, October 1986. 

Figure 3.19 

The cover of the exhibition catalogue for "BYY Group," 1986. 

Figure 3.20 

Chen Lide, Injured 811ddh,1, 1987. 
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·1 he second, called the "Quanzhou Modern Arc 

Exhibition" ("Quand1ou xiandai yishuzhan"), 

included eighty-eight works, most of which were 

randomly selected readymade objects from daily life. 

')he objective of the show was co eliminate the caste 

of intellecrnal aristocrats (g11iz11 qixi). '9 

In Guangdong province, on the south coast 

of China, avant-garde groups took an antagonistic 

arriwde in their conceptual arr projects, coo. The 

"Shenzhen Zero Exhibition" ("Shenzhen lingzhan"), 

so named because it had 7.ero funding and no 

institutional framework, was up for only rwo days 

on the ~erects of Shenzhen, a Special Economic Zone 

near Hong Kong. Twenty-five anises from across the 

nation displayed rheir works, a number of which were 

readynude objects, on the street.'" In Gu:rngzhou, 

the Southern Artists Salon (Na11fimg yishujiff 

;-/1nlo11g), founded by Wang Du, Lin Yilin, and ochers, 

organized rhe First Experimental t.'.,hihition (Di)'ici 

sh~ynnzhnn), a mixture of performance, painting, and 

music.-" 

Even in the city of Tianrsin, which is on the 

east coast a hundred kilometers from Beijing and 

is frequently called a "cultural desert," about ten 

groups of young artists emerged in 1985, and their 

exhibitions and activities received unprecedenced 

public attention. 

Central China 

Characteristic of rhe avant-garde arr groups 111 chis 

area were extremely large group exhibitions with 

participation by large numbers of artists. Often rhe 

primary goal of the exhibitions was not pure art­

making, bur arc-making as pare of a larger social 

and political program: to break down barriers, 

convenrions, and suppression by che authorities. 

ll1is sicuarion might have owed in part co the 

cultural fact that central China is the birthplace of 

Chinese traditional culture and has many important 

archaeological sires, a legacy char might contribute co 

a resisrance ro modern culrure. 'I herefore, rhe avanr­

garde strove co bring fresh air into the arc world, yet 

avant-garde artists also had to negotiate with the local 

government. Most avant-garde groups presenting in 

this area in the 1980s got their activities approved by 

rhe local governments from the beginning, alrhough 

118 

later rhey were frequently srrongly criricized by 

conservatives who had initially supported chem. 

For instance, rhc 'lhrce Step Studio (S1111b11 

hunshi) was established by Wang Yazhong and Song 

Yongping in Shanxi province in January 1985. ·1 he 

group's name has rwo meani11gs: the beginning stage 

of an activity, like the "one, rwo, three" chat may 

begin a physical exercise; and a small studio only three 

steps across. Their fi.rst exhibition opened in Taiyuan 

Ciry Workers' Palace ('liliy111m gongren wenh11ff 

gong), Shanxi ~irovince, and featured installations 

constructed from ordinary tools used by peasants 

along wich many readymade objects.'[ he exhibition 

was sanctioned by officials i11 Shanxi, especially by 

Li Qun, a well-known lefr-wing woodcut anise who 

had been :ictive during rhe 1940s in Yan'an and now 

served as the chairman of Shanxi Artists Association; 

he even wrote a preface for the firsr modern exhibition 

in rhe area. Just before the opening, however, the 

exhibition was halted by the local government. 'lhe 

'lhree Seep Srudio organized a second exhibition 

in -:--Jovember 1986. Many ceramic scultprures were 

displayed, and a number of performances took place 

in the show, When Meislm published an article by 

Song Yongping and his brother Song Yonghong 

describing their performance called r.:,perience 011 11 

Cert/fin Day in 1986 ( Yijinliubfll1in11 mori de riym,), 

however, Li Qun sent a letter ro rhe editor of Meish11, 

strongly criticizing the magazine for its support of 

chis sort of"\'{Tesrern bourgeois decadent art."l.' 

'lhe most active groups in central China were 

in Hubei and Hunan provinces, the birthplace 

of the Chu culture (from the eighth to the third 

centuries BCE). In the mid- I 980s, the two official 

art organizations, the Artists Associations of I lubei 

and Hunan, seemed more open than those of the 

other provinces in the area. For instance, in early 

1986, the Hubei Artists Association, led by Zhou 

Shaohua, a painter who had been a teenage soldier 

of the Red Army when the Communists came to 

power in 1949, decided co organize a large "Festival 

of Youth Arr in Hubei" ("Hubei qingnian meishu 

jie") to enliven the conservative Hubei arc world by 

encouraging young artists co organize and fund their 

own exhibitions in the festival. 1-' In August, a number 

of critics including myself, Zhu Qingsheng, Zhou 

Yan, and Wang Xiaojian were invited by the Hunan 
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Figure 3.21 

The poster for the "Shenzhen Zero Exhibition,· 1986. 

Figure 3.22 

Southern Artists Salon, the scene of the First 

Experimental Exhibition, 1986. 
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Figure 3.23 

The first exhibition of the Three Step Studio, 1985. 

Figure 3.24 

Wang Jiping, Flags, 1985. 
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Figure 3.25 

Song Yonghong, Experience on a Cenain Day in 1986, 1986. 
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and Hubei Artists Associations co give lectures in 

Changsha, the capital of Hunan, and Wuhan, the 

capiral of Hubei, to introduce the artworks of groups 

in the '85 Movement-which astonished the young 

artists of Hubei. In "'.\Jovember of 1986, the largest 

exhibitions of the '85 Movement opened under rhe 

title ''Festival of Youth Art in Hubei" in ten cities 

in Hubei province, including Wuhan, Huangshi, 

Xianggan, Yiehang. and Shashi. About fifty groups 

participated and some two thousand works were 

dispbyed at twenty-eight exhibition sites. A striking 

characteristic of che works was a trend toward fusing 

vernacular culrure, including ancient sources of Chu 

culcure, and contemporary srylcs. 1•1 

'lhe young artist groups and their exhibitions 

dominated the contemporary art world in Hunan. 

About rcn groups were organi1ed in 1985 and 1986. 

1l1e best known was the Zero Arr Group (ling 

yislm jitum,), which included sixteen artists with the 

average age of 25. 'lhc first exhibition organized by 

the group rook place in Changsha from December 

25, 1985, to January 5, 1986. What does the "Zero" 

mean? ·1 he answer can be found in che manifesto 

of the group, written by Luo Mingjun: "Zero is a 

symbol of our group. Zero makes us chink about 

the sun, the origin of the world, and our anciellt 

splendid tradition. Our consciousness emerges from 

ground Zero, where the future meets and crosses the 

past, and expands infinitely forward. Zero is also the 

perpetually moving wheel of our age taking us toward 

the furure."''' l he artists of the group deployed various 

modem forms such as surrealism, expressionism, 

cubism, photorealism, pop arr, happenings, and so 

on. Most of the works in the exhibition were of a pop 

type, combining readymade objects and happenings. 

For instance, in the small yard between the second 

and third galleries, the arrists left the tables, chairs, 

wine bottles, and debris of an opening party as a 

work called :thowno (Weekend).'<• 
ln November 1986, the young critics Deng 

Pingxiang and Li Lurning organized an exhibition 

called rhe "United Exhibition of All Croups of 

Hunan Young Artists," sponsored by rhe Hunan 

Artists Association and Hunan Young Artists 

Association. 111c exhibition rook place in the 

National Art Museum of China in Beijing.'" 'lhe 
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eighry-rhree works exhibited were in various media 

ranging from ink paintings to insrallations. 'lhe goal 

of the exhibition was ro show that the '85 Movement 

was too bohemian and revolutionary; the artworks 

sent a message char che organizers and artists 

sought a rewrn ro academicism and the traditional 

aestheticism of a more genteel and elegant style or 

taste. 1l1is orientation of the show was criticized by 

many young critics for its nosralgia, rustic exoticism, 

and a lack of socially critical concern. Conversely, ic 

was praised by many middle-aged master academic 

painters because of its pure artistic approach and 

distance from political critique." The exhibition 

featured a new tendency among young Hunan artists 

ro use an older approach to modern arr, one that had 

been adopted by nuny early Chinese modernists of 

rhe 1930s: a modernism wirh Chinese characteristics. 

This approach was not, however, characteristic of 

most avant-garde groups of central China. In Hebei, 

1 lcnan, Shandong, Anhui, and Jiangsi provinces, a 

number of avam-garde groups and their exhibitions 

of the mid-1980s had a sudden impact in the arr 

world. ·1 he "Henan 'First Oil Painting Exhibition" 

("Hcnan diyijic youhuazhan") of 1985 marked 

the first seep of t lcnan painters coward a visual 

revolution. On May 4, 1986, Zheng7.hou, the capital 

of Henan province, first felt the impact of modern arr 

when the "Zhengzhou first Youth Art Exhibition" 

("Zhengzhou ~houjie qingnian meizhan") opened 

in the Henan Provincial t\griculcural Gallery. A 
rotal of 124 arrists contribured 221 works, and 

about 4,700 people visited the show. 'lhc exhibition 

was mounted by th<: sdf-organiz<:d City Artists 

Association and approved by the Zheng1hou Youth 

Committee. Manv works fcacured a sort of cvnical , , 

attitude and allegori1.ed the reality of suffering using 

various modern painting styles, such as surrealism, 

cubism, and expressionism. 1l1c show caused an 

intense controversy, as the following analysis of the 
audience's comments shows: 19 
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Figure 3.27 

Huang Vali, Sublime 

and Contemplation 

Series (7 pieces/, 

1986. 
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Figure 3.26 

The invitation letter for 

Tribe, Works Exhibition of 

Tribe, Tribe, 1986 . 
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Figure 3.29 

Zero Art Group, Weekend, 

1985. 
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Figure 3.28 

Luo Mingjun, /, 1985. 
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Audience 

Workers 

Peasants 

Officials 

Soldiers 

Students 

Professional 
artists 

Amateurs 

High school 
Students 

Others 

Percent of total 

12% 

3% 

8% 

2% 

17% 

10% 

26% 

6% 

85% 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

Comments 

Critical of the 
show as hard to 
understand, liked 
realistic style 

Cursing and abuse 

Silence, 
incomprehensible, 
interested in the 
organizational form 

In favor of realistic 
style, resistant to 
abstract style 

Supported and 
encouraged 
experimental work 
with content of 
social critique, hoped 
more exhibitions 
of this type could 
happen and more 
communication 
would take place 
between artists and 
young people 

Supported, but 
thought that the 
works lacked 
sophistication, 
thoughtfulness, and 
individuality and 
were just copies of 
Western art 

Fascinated, wrote 
debates and jokes 

Confused, 
commented sincerely 
with positive views 

Incomprehensible, 
too abstract, but liked 
the experimental 
orientation of the 
show 

'Jhese percentages, in face, were very similar on 

average ro all che polls responding ro avant-garde 

events of che '85 Movement. 

In Longyang, Henan province, one of che 
most famous ancient Chinese capital cities. 

avant-garde practice also assailed rhe conservative 

cultural atmosphere. "Ilic most extreme avant­

garde exhibition, which combined performance, 

happenings. installation, and mixed-media objects. 

was '"Luoyang Modern Arr Held" ('"Luoyang 

qingnian yishuchang"), held by eighteen young 

artists in January of 1987. Unique ro the rationale 
of chis exhibition was rhe concept of cha11g or 

"field." An article wrirren by participants l lou Zhen 

and Zuo Xiaofcng demonstrated rhar che idea of 
yMmchrmg, or "arc field," is different from char of che 

environmental arc or land arc of che Wesr, as well 

as from that favored by some Chinese architects for 

their specific space designs. Yis/mchang, basically, is a 

term similar ro a traditional philosophical concept, 
Dao or "principle," which is anywhere and nowhere. 

Accordingly, their yislmchaug was characccriz.ed by 

chc pursuit of a traditional nationalise spirit (mi11z11 

jingshen), and their Dada-like artworks were similar 
co chose of l fuang Yongping's Xiamen Dada in 

proposing a way of transformation between Chan 
Buddhism or Daoism and Dadaism.· 10 'lhe Hcnan 

:ircists thought. however, that the practice of Xia men 
Dada was still rationalistic. What rhe artists of 

_yishuchang sought was complete randomness and a 

true irrationality chat was a primitive impulse and 

provocation. '1 'J hus their works, such a:S photographs. 

readymade objects, performance, and various 

cynical-realisr-style paintings, were placed in a mess 

in a gallery without any orientation. 1l1irry-seven 
artists made the space totally disordered and chaotic. 

Many conservative critics and artists were incensed 

by rhe show and wrote a lerrer to rhe city government 

accusing rhc exhibition of running wild and making 
society unstable. 1l1e result was the closure of the 
show two weeks before the originally scheduled 

dare. 'J he authorities impounded rhe exhibition sire 

for investigation and ordered rhc anises to submit 

all relevant materials, including their documentary 

pictures and writings. A month later, the city 
government held a meeting to criticiz.e che yish11chfll1g. 

However, because che scholars and Cl'itics who had 
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been asked ro come ro rhe meecing did not attend, 

rhe meering was canceled. '!he arrisrs, therefore, were 

nor punished, and their ten-thousand-word-long 

defense, which expressed the artists' sincere concern 

about arc and their responsibility for Chinese culture, 

rnrned our robe unnecessary.•' ·1 he shurring down of 

rhe show, in facr, had been anricipared by the artisrs 

before it opened. TI1e text of the exhibition catalogue 

included a mourning poem for the exhibition: "As an 

exhibirion, it will be closed, but as arc it will nor be 

cone I uded ." 11 

In che orher provinces of cemral China, such as 

Shandong, Anhui, Hebei, and Jiangxi, there were 

also many avant-garde activities in the micl- I 980s. In 

November 1985, the "Shangdong Arr, Photography, 

Calligraphy, and Seal Curring Exhibition of the 

lnrernarional Yourh Year" ("Guoji qingniannian 

Sh;rndong qingnian meishu, sheying, shufa, zhuankc 

yishu fengxianzhan") opened in rhc Shangdong 

Industrial Exhibition Gallery (Shrmdong gongye 

zhmila11gum1). Ir was organized by the Shandong 

Yourh Associarion (Shando11g qing11i1111 lianht'hui) 
and included 3,250 works. About cwency thousand 

pcople visited the show. ·1 he main goal of the 

endeavor was ro create a healthy climate for modern 

arr: "'I he exhibirion will be open ro diA-erenr forms 

and ideas, and will rherefore nor show prices or 

masters in order to encourage the exploration of new 

modern arr ideas and forms."·•• Many provocative 

works caused controversy. Two of chc arcisrs who 

participated in che exhibition. Dong Chao and Li 

Han, organized an :wanr-garde group called the Black 

Union of Southwest Lu (Luxiwm heist' li11m11e11g) in 

Heze, Shandong province, in November 1985. ')hey 

proclaimed chat their artistic ideas were influenced by 

the philosophies of Nietlsche, i-:reud, and Sartre, and 

refused ro accepr any so-called "culrure." 'Jhe only 

thing they admired wa~ the earth and its freshness, and 

they said, "We glorif), life. We know nothing about 
how to create arc, but follow our own intuition.""' 'lhe 

first collective work by the group was a performance 

project called P11illfi11g hmnt' Series (H11r1kur111 :d!ie), 

which involved the artist Li Han going ch rough holes 

cut in three framed canvases. 

One of the most famous mountains in China 

is Mount Huang (H111111gsh1111), located in Anhui 

province. 'I he mountain has arrracted and nursed 
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Li Han, Painti11g Frame Series, 1985. 
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many generations of traditional ink painters and 

painting schools. In contemporary Chinese art, 

Mount Huang has again played an important role for 
a new art movement. ln April 1985, the "National 

Oil Pai111i11g Co11ft:re11ce" ("Qua11guo youhua 

taolunhui") was held in Jing counry, located at tl1c 

fool of Moulll Huang. ·t11e facl dial the meeting 

was even held demonstrated the breaking down of 

political obstacles in the search for new arr ideas after 

the retardataire Sixth National Art Exhibition of 

198/4. Although most participants were middle-aged 

academic painters, its atmosphere sent a message of 

freedom to artists nationwide. In August 1988, an 

avant-garde conference called '"88 Chinese Modern 

Arc Conference" ("'88 Zhongguo xiandai yishu 

yantaohui") was held at Mount Huang, at which 

about one hundred artists gathered co prepare for the 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

Figure 3.31 

Wang Huanqing, A Story of thu 

"Twelfth Lunar Month," 1986. 

"China/Avanc-Gardl.'' exhibition of 1989. In 1986, 
'"lhe First Anhui Oil Painting Exhibition" ("Diyijie 

Anhui youhua·d1an"), an experimental show, took 

place in Hefei, Anhui province, and involved all of 

the auive young c1nists i11 die area. 

ln Jiangxi province, the "Jiangxi Second Youth 

An Exhibition" ("Jiangxi Jierjie <-tingnian 111eizl1an") 

opened in October 1985. Although organized by the 

official Jiangxi Provincial Cultural Department and 

Jiangxi Artists Association, the exhibition featured a 

transition from post-Cultural Revolution arr to chat 

of an avant-garde. Many works were influenced by 

rhe arr groups of the cast coast, taking com:cptual 

approaches and using various media. ln Hebei, three 

young arcists-Duang Xiucang, Qiao Xiaogang, 

and Wang Huanqing-organizcd a group called the 

Rice and Sheep Painting Society (Miyrmg hu11h11i) in 
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resisrance co uadirional lirerari cul cure. ·1 hey called 

for a return ro primitive and folk arr rradirions 

while searching for rhe root of the "wild freedom" 

(yexi11g de z~you) of humankind.4 1' "lheir first show, 

entitled "New Works of the Rice and Sheep Painri ng 

Sociery" ("Miyang huahui xill7uozhan''), opened 

in Shijiazhuang, the capital of Hebei province, in 

January 1986; it comprised 180 oils, ink painrings, 

papercurs, woodcuts, and sculptures by rhe three 

artists. 

Southwest and Northwest 

In the '85 Movement, southwest China was one 

of rhe most active areas, parallel to rhe avant-garde 

arr of rhe east coast. One of rhe groups founded 

there, rhe Southwest Arr Group (Xi111111 yishu q1111ti), 

h:1s been one of the most influential groups in the 

nation. More importantly, unlike most other avant­

garde groups, most of which disappeared in rhe late 

I 980s, rhe Southwest Arr Group has maintained its 

group connection unril the present day. 'lhe artists 

of the group who played very important roles in the 

'80s, including Mao Xuhui, Zhang Xiaogang, and Ye 

Yongqing, were also involved in the new avant-garde 

arr movemenrs of rhe '90s, such as cynical realism, 

and became leading arrisrs. 

'lhe most active pan of southwest China was 

Sich uan provi nee, where scar painting appeared 

in 1979, and many avant-garde art groups were 

organized across rhe province, in big and small 

cities such as Chongqing, Chengdu, and hiling, in 

rhe mid-'80s. In rhe remote provinces of southwest 

China where the largest concentrations of minorities 

live, such as Yunnan, Guizhou, Guanxi, and even 

Tibet, some avant-garde group and exhibitions also 

emerged, 

After the initiation of scar painring and rustic 

realism, the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arr continued 

to play an important role in rhe '85 Movement. 

In 1985 and 1986, three self-organized student 

exhibitions (zix1111n h1111zh1111), supported by rhe 

teachers of the school, were held in che academy. 11,e 

srudenrs were excited, saying, •·i-;reedom is coming!"' 

Three influential exhibitions were organized 

by three different avant-garde groups. 'J he first was 

the China Anonymous Painting Society (/.hnngguo 
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w11mi11gshi Ima/mi), founded in Chongqing, Sichuan 

province, in 1982 by Yan Xiaohua (b. 1962) and 

Zhao Runsheng (b. I 966); it included many young 

amateur artists from around the country. Like a 

guerrilla force capable of flghting anywhere, the group 

held exhibitions and various activities from Sichuan 

ro Beijing.' 8 ']heir first nationwide exhibition, rhe 

"First National Exhibition of the China Anonymous 

Painting Society Group" ("Shoujie Zhongguo 

wumingshi huahui de quanguo meizhan"), opened 

in Nanquan Park Callery in Chongqing in October 

1985. '!here was no dominant or hegemonic 

orientation among the works displayed, bur rather 

a common thread of seeking free experimenracion: 

"'Io pursue freedom is absolurcly rhe firsc prioriry for 

our artists. 'I he refusal of any doctrines and criteria is 

our principle, Whar we admire is char arr is complete 

irrational action," wrote the artists in the exhibition 

caraloguc.'' 9 Another amateur artist group existed in 

fuling, Sichuan province, where it organized a show 

called the "i.;irst Perspective Painting bhibition" 

("Shoujie shiye huazhan"), bringing a fresh breath 

of modern art to the public.' 0 ·1he largest unofficial 

exhibition in Sichuan province in the '80s was 

the "Sichuan Youth Red, Yellow, Bille Paincing 

Exhibition" ("Sichuan qingnian hong, huang, Ian 

huihua zhan") organized and financed by seventy 

young artists. Ir took place in the biggest gallery 

in Chengdu, rhe capital of Sichuan, from June 21 

to July 6, 1986. 11,e show resulted the founding of 

the group Sichuan Youth Red, Yellow, Bl uc Painting 

Society on December 7, 1986. 

In Guangxi, a province of the minority people 

known as rhe Zhuang, there was also an avanr-garde 

exhibition called the "Yitai Painting Exhibition" 

(''Yitai hunhan"), which took place at the Open Air 

'lhcarcr in )Janning (N((n11ing q~)'i !11t11i11 jurh1111g) 

on April 27, 1986. ll1c unprecedented exhibition 

attracted an audience of about forty thousand and 

was said ro be the most spectacular event ever held 

in rhe area." 

In April 1986, a 'I 'ibetan avant-garde group led by 
Li Yan ping exhibited in the Beijing People's Cul rural 

Palace (L11odo11g renmin 111enh1111gong). 'I he five artists 

of rhe group had lived in Tiber for about ten years, 

and displayed ,vorks that combined modern abstract 

styles and Tibetan Buddhist images and themes. 
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Figure 3.32 

Li Yanping, An Image for Tibet, No. 3, 1986. 
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:--lorrhwesr China, compared wirh rhe ease coast, 

is a remore and undeveloped region including several 

of the provinces where minorities have auronomous 

areas, such as Xinjiang, Ningxia, and Inner 

Mongolia, where various nomads have traditionally 

lived, and orher provinces including Shaanxi, Gansu. 

and Qinghai. In the middle '80s, avant-garde 

groups spontaneously emerged in every province of 

northwest China. 

In Inner Mongolia, a private businessman 

fin:rnced and sponsored an avant-garde exhibition 

called the "Exhibition of Young Artists of \Xlesrern 

Inner Mongolia" ("Neimenggu xibu qingnian 

meizhan"), which opened in Baotou, che biggest 

city in western Inner Mongolia. in April 1986.'' 

In July 1986, in Chifeng, a small city in eastern 

Inner Mongolia, ten young :misrs founded a self­

organized group and held :rn exhibition enticled 

"Modern Arr Exhibition" ("Xiandai yishu zhan"), 

bringing the '85 Movemem to this marginal area. 

']he reception of the exhibition was similar ro that 

met by orher such occurrences in the '85 Movement: 

unprecedented audience numbers, intense debates, 

and overwhelming comments.' 5 

In Xi'an, che capital of Shaanxi province, after 

a four-year silence in rhe arr world caused by the 

aurhoriries' shurring down in I 981 of rhe "Xi'an 

first Modern Art Exhibition," which was organized 

by nine studenrs of Xi'an Academy of Pinc Arr 

and seven students of Xi'an College of Foreign 

Languages, a new wave of avanr-garde arr suddenly 

flourished in 1985. In Ocrober, ren young arrisrs 

organizd an exhibition calld the "Exhibition of 

Vitality" ("Shcngshcng huazhan"), in which they 

displayed about one hundred pieces of modern-type 

sculpture and painting. ']he exhibition, like the most 

avanr-garde group exhibitions everywhere in the 

'85 Movement, emphasized the response from the 

audience. Yijianhen or "comments notebooks" were 
put in the exhibition space. -lhe artists demonstrated 

their aspiration for freedom in the catalogue preface: 

"For arr, rherc is no rule. no crircria, no example, no 

model, no success, no master, no perfection. no long 

life. for us, art is rhoughr. emotion, ego. pain, lonely, 

scream, disorder, psychotic and limitless suffering. 

·1 he law of arr is revolution."'' In :--lovember 

1986 rhe ''Haowangjiao Modern Arc Exhibirion" 
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("Haowangjiao xiandai yishuzhan") was organized by 

fifreen young reachers of Xi'an Academy of Vine Arr, 

and included eighty works. In December I 986, two 

more experimental shows opened in Xi'an, including 

"Modern Art Design" ("Xiandai sheji") and the 

"Wandering Exhibition of Modern Art" ("Xiandai 

yishu xunhuizhan"). 

About twenty artists founded a group called the 

Qingqing Society ( Qingqi11g she) in Qinghai province 

on October 12, I 986, and held a self-financed 

exhibition in Qinghai Provinci:il Gallery. ·1 he :irtisrs 

said, "E\·en in a marginal area like Qinghai, we can 

also experience the impact of the '85 Movement. 

Although our works may nor be able co catch up 

with the mainstream of the movcmcn t, what we 

want is to release our restless voices."" In northwest 

China, the most acrivc avant-garde acrivirics were 

in Gansu province, and the avanr-garde artists of 

Gansu should be proud chat one of the earliest avant­

garde exhibitions in the '85 Movement rook place in 

Lanzhou, the provincial capital. 

Avanr-gardc cxpcrimcnral arr practices can be 

traced back to the late 1970s, just after the end of 
the Cultural Revolution, when a few amateur artists 

were involved in exploring modern individual 

styles. ·1 heir efforr initiated the lacer avant-garde 

movemenr of Lanzhou. In I 98 I, several artisrs, 

including Cao Yong and Cheng Li, organized a 

modern arr exhibition entitled "Innovative Painting 

Exhibition" ("Chuangxin huazhan"). which opened 

in Wuquan Mounrain Park (V(luqurmshnn gongyw111) 

in April 198 I. Having absorbed various Western 

modern arr forms. the artworks of the show fcarnred 

"arr for art's sake" and expressed the artists' goal of 

breaking out of the old ideological barriers. Between 

198 I :ind I 984, self-organized group shows were 

srricrly prohibited nationwide, and expell'imemal arr 

could be only executed underground, at home. For 

instance, in autumn 1982, Cao Yong and Cheng Li 
held solo shows at their homes and secrecly invited a 

small circle of writers and artists to visit. 

In 1983. when Cao Yong, Cheng l.i, Liu 

Zhenggang, and ocher artists were disappointed 

by rhe conservative organizational approach of rhe 

Sixth National Arr Exhibition. they did not apply ro 

parriciparc in rhe exhibition, bur decided insrcad co 

organi'le an opposition exhibition in Gansu ar rhe 
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Figure 3.33 

The comments notebooks from the "Xi'an First Modern 

Art Exhibition," 1981. 
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same rime. Unforrunarely, ir did nor rake place due co 

the political campaign against "spiritual pollution." 

Afrer rhe narional exhibirion closed in lace 1984, 
the artists starred to set up their exhibition in a 

very secrer way and for a very short rime-one day 

and two nights. On December 20, the exhibition, 

enritle<l "Research, Discovery, Expression" ("Tansuu, 

faxian, hiaoxian"), opened in the Lanzhou Workers' 

Cul rural Palace co show the works of five artists led 

by Cao Yong. The exhibition caused a sensation and 

a conrroversy. Because of irs provocative cone and rhe 

overwhelming reaction from the public, it was said 

co be another Scars exhibirion in Cansu, and was 

called even more rndical rhan rhc Srars acriviries in 

Beijing in 1979, which rumcd um co be among rhc 

most important political events in che conrempora1y 

Chinese arr world. 56 This exhibition inspired many 

young artists to wane to join the five-man group, 

and the group was enlarged co fifreen. Tn August 

1985, seventy-nine works by the fifteen artists were 

displayed in another avanc-garde exhibirion called 

"85.8 New Arr" ("85.8 xinyishuzhan") in l.anzho11Y 

The approach of the avanc-garde arr of this 

group was very similar to char of rhe other current of 

life artists (discussed in chapter 5), who advocated an 

anti-urhan pastoralism or regionalism, along with the 

exploration of individual desire, which, they argued, 

hacl heen s11ppressecl hy collectivist rationali7.ation. 

Among them, Cao Yong was one of the most excreme. 

I Tis collage work enridecl The Face ofModem Tmgrdy 

No. 1 (Xiandtti beUu de rushi No. I) is a good 

example. A huge mnnsrcr, wirh rhc hndy of a car, 

a pair of ox horns, an evil mouth, a pair of glasses, 

and smoke coming from its nose and anus, flies in 

the sky. To its rail is tied a slogan, "In the daytime, 

under rhe moonlight, I srarr my journey from Freud's 

house," below which there arc many classical and 

modern h11ildings mixed in disorder 10 symbolize 

a "global village." fn '/he Face of Modern Tragedy 

No. 2, a monster lies on a land consisting nf many 

naked female bodies, and in its mouth arc crowded 

many dressed female figures, some Western, such as 

the Mona Lisa and Marilyn Monroe, in addition to 

many familiar faces oFChinese women. In his works, 

Cao Yong attacked the alienation stemming from 

bud, autliuritaria11ism a11d 111u<lemi·,mio11. 
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Figure 3.34 

Yang Shufcng, Game, 1986. 
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Figure 3.36 

Cao Yony, The face of Modem Tragedy No. 1, 1985. 

Figure 3.37 

C3o Yong, The Face of Modem Trage,fy No. 2, 1985. 
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The Purpose, Function, and Features of the Groups 

Why did the artists of the '85 Movement like co 
organi7.e groups rather than play a role as individual 

artists? • I he groups had cwo primary functions. '!he 
firsr was defensive. lhe dangers facing a solita1y arrisr 

creating avanc-gardc arr, and thus attacking society, 

or even critici1,ing the art establisl1111ent are obvious. 

In the face of past governmental suppression, the 

artists saw the need tu form a stronger united force. 

for example, when criticism or castigation was 

;1ddressed 10 a grn11p, the group na111rally fell an 

obligation to protect every member and not to let 

an individual arrisr bear his or her hardship alone. 

for this reason, most controversial artistic activity 

since rhe lare 1970s has been conducted by groups. 

'lhe two exhibitions of the Srars group in 1979 and 
1980 were stru11gly critil·i-.,_.ed by the govern111e11t, but 

no individual artist was singled our for particularly 
strict pu11isli111e111. ·1 he "Te11-Ma11 Exhibition" 

of 1 <)83, held in Shanghai, was closed by the 
govc:rnmenL after three days and critici'.Led injil'jimg 

ribao (Liberation daily), but none of the artists was 

individually punished. lhe exhibition in Hangzhou 

entitled the "'86 Last Exhibition" held by six artists 

Figure 3.38 

The artists and members of the organizational commitee for the "China/ 

Avant-Garde exhibition during a gathering on the day after the exhibition 

was shut down. National Art Museum of China, FebruaIV 6. 1989. Photo 

provided by Zhou V3n_ 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

of the Zhejiang Academy, was closed by the Zhejiang 

provincial propaganda bureau three hours after it 

opened. Although the exhibition received intense 
criricism, none of the artists was punished. 58 

A second function of such groups was chat an 

artist could tind individual value from participa1ing 

in his or her group. 59 Usually one chinks of groups 
as suppressing the identity of the individual, bur in 

the special circumstances of China during the I 980s 
they provided individuals with opportunities to 

vent what would otherwise have been suppressed. 
Because members of a group fdr less concern for 

their reputation than each might alone, the structure 

per111itLeJ them tu overco1m: their artiSLic and social 

inhibitions. 'lhe group became more powerful than 

rhe individual. Moreover, members came to believe 

chat they could collecrively overcome failure. Perhaps 

more significantly, the risks of failure were lessened, 

for the group sheltered its members from a sense of 

individual responsibility for a negative result. 

In the "China/ Avant-Garde" exhibition of I 989, 

for example, many performance artists attackcd society 

with a vehement stance otherwise impossible fora.n artist 
acting as an individual. 'I hey knew that the organizers 

of the exhibition, not the anises themselves, would be 
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held responsible in any punitive governmental response. 

On february 13, 1989, rhe Narional Arr Museum of 

China assessed rhe organizarional committee of the 

"China/Avant-Garde" exhibition an official penalty 

of a fine of rwo thousand yuan and issued a ban on 

holding any exhibitions in the :'--Jational Art Museum 

within the next two years. And for myself, the organizer 

and principle curator of the exhibition, my punishment 

was to be dismissed from my job and forced to study 

Marxism at home for rwo years without the possibility 

of lectures, publications, travel, or curatorial work due 

ro my devotion to the exhibition and support of the 

avant-garde movement. Even though some avant-garde 

exhibitions were closed by the authorities within a few 

hours of opening, the group identity gave avant-garde 

artists the visibility they sought. For example, the first 

show of the 'lhrce Step Studio in 'foiyuan, Shanxi, 

origin;1lly scheduled co last for two week~, was open 

for only one day. ;\feverrhcless, when l published some 

exhibited works in my capacity as the sympathetic 

editor of Meislm, they acrainecl a legitimacy that could 

not be withdrawn, even after the official provincial arc 

association accused Meislm of supporting bourgeois 

liberalism.w 

A third important clement was economic. 

Because the avant-garde groups were organized by 

rhe arrisrs rhernsclves, nor by the governrnenr, and 

had no commercial foundation, they bore the burden 

of renting exhibition space, purchasing materials, 

and paying for rransporcation. A group was better 

able co raise such funds than an individual. 'lhe 

most important activity of the avant-garde groups 

was organizing exhibitions. The significance of 

this function cannot be overestimated, because it 

was almost impossible for a young artist working 

through official channels to have a solo exhibition in 

China. Among rhc groups, rhc Southwest /\rr Group 

made a successful effort to organize a series of group 

exhibitions, proving that a well-functioning group, 
rather than an indi,·iduaL can make such events 

happen. 

Many similar examples can be found for rhe 

latter half of rhe l 980s. /\n important factor in the 

failure of lefrisr aurhoriries ro suppress rhe young 

artists, of course, was the changed political situation 

of the period and the relatively open attitudes of 

many members of the arr esrablishmenr concerning 
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creative freedom. However, rhe grot1p idenriry 

helped, as well, by giving the artists the confidence to 

persisr in rhe face of obsracles and giving rhem berrer 

visibility among crirics and sympathetic cultural 

leaders. 

"lhe artist initiatives of rhe '85 Movement were 

normally nor called "painting societies" (/ma/mi) bur 

rather "groups" (qunti), as they were movements under 

the banner of the larger avam-garde arr movement. 

"lhe function of a q1111ti is very much like a zh11J1do11 

dui or "a vanguard troop," as the Red Guards named 

themselves during the Cultural Revolution. "!he 

'85 /\ 1ovement's activism, antagonism, and radical 

conccprs rendered it incompatible with traditional 

conceprs of arr, ofren resulting in cruticism and 

suppression. Ir was rhercfore a collecrivc efforr 

consciously trying to gain autonomy, not the 

continuation of a classical group or a particular 

school. 'Ihe groups collective revolutionary 

approach, similar ro that of "battle squads," was 

shaped by specific circumstances. 'lhc collective 

could empower its members with couragt:, or inspire 

risk-raking and atrempts at resistance, !because the 

collective would assume ultimate responsibility. 

When someone had to be punished for the group's 

acriviries, ir was usually the organizing '·work unit" 

or its leader rhar was implicated, nor the individuals 

in the group. When a group came under tremendous 

pressure from the outside, the freedom of indi,·iduals 

would nor be sacrificed. Instead, the collective 

helped ro release rhe psychological oppression of 

the individuals. Conceptually speaking, individu:1ls 

were rhus able to come forward with more radical 

ideas.<•1 lt was precisely the collective nature of the 

'85 Movement that strengthened its anticonservative 
and antiauthoritarian power_<,~ 

Ar chc same rime, innumerable conferences 

and cul rural debares were held on and off university 

campuses during the period of the "cultural fever" 
(111t'll!mare) in the mid-1980s. lnfl.uenced and 

informed by the cultural fever, many self-organized 

groups of young artists emerged during the middle 

of chc l 980s. Members of rhe groups of the '85 

Movement consisted of poers, musicians, and 

philosophers in addition to arrisrs. The exchange 

between artists and the rest of the incelleccual world, 

both inrernarional and wirhin China, changed rhe 
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identity of the avant-gardist from that of an artist ru 

chat of a "cultural soldier" with interests in broader 

cultural and political isrncs. This broadening of focus 
served as the foundation for the "anti-arc" projects of 

che avant-garde '85 Movement in terms of merging 

culture and art as one, in contrast to the previous 

new academicism and amateur avant-garde. While 

the '85 Movement was commonly criticized for its 

rough an<l Lmrefined style, the artists should nut 

he thought of as a stylistic school, hue rather as a 

philosophical and t:ultural movt'.mcnc as a whole. 

I first coined the term '85 Movement in the mid-

1980s. A few years lacer, ac Harvard, I read Renaro 

Poggioli's fascinating book 7he 7heory of the Avant­
Garde. I realized chat his undersranding of che idea 

of a "movement" was quire similar to my own. In 
che section encided "The Concept of a Movement," 

he describes a di.~rinccion herween the notion of a 

movement and a school: "We call the old-fashioned 

regroupings 'schools,' we call the modern ones 

'movemenrs."' This is because "che school notion 

presupposes a master and a method, the criterion of 

cradicion and the principle of auchoriry," and "rhe 

school is inconceivable oucside the humanistic ideal, 

che idea of cul cure as a thesaurus." ~I he movement, 

insread, "conceives of culture not as incremcnr hut 

as creation-or as a center of activity and energy."63 

'Jherefore, virtually all of the usual manifestations of 

modern arc, and more specifically avanc-garde arc, are 

The Map of the '85 Avant-Garde Movement 

Figure 3.39 

A group photo of artists attending the 

"Xuzhou Modern Art Exhibition" in 1986: 

from left to right, Ma Bosheng, Xu Yong­

sheng. Wu Pingren. Yang Yingsheng, 

Gao Tianmin, Ou Yan, and Shi Dihua. 

cu be identified with the concept of a movement rather 

than a school. for instance, we never refer co Dada 
as a school; rather we rt'.fcr tu che Dada movement, 

the surrealist movement, and so on. ''A movement," 

Poggioli writes, "is constimted primarily ro obtain a 

positive result, for a concrete end. 'lhe ultimate hope, 

naturally, is che success of the specific movement or, 

on a higher, broader level, the affirmation of the 

avant-garde spirit in all cultural fiel<ls."64 It sacrifices 

itself in order to break with conventions and move a 

rnlcurt'. furwar<l. This <ldinition can also be applit'.d 

perfectly to the idealism of the '85 Movement. 

Pecer G. Christensen summarizes the four 

characteristics of a movement in Poggioli's sense: 

(I) activism: self-promotion of a movement out 

of "sheer joy of dynamism, a taste for action, a 

sportive enthusiasm, and che emotional fascination 
of advcntme"; (2) anrngonism: a spirit of hosriliry 

toward something already in existence; (3) nihilism: 
a kind of "transcendental anragon ism," which "finds 

joy not merely in the celebration of movement, bur 

even more in the act of beating down barriers, seizing 

obstacles, destroying whatever stands in its way"; 

(4) agonism: a kind of "transcendental activism" in 

which a movement "welcomes and accepts its own 
self-ruin as an obscure or unknown sacrifice ro the 

success of future movcmencs." 61 

Some of the theories of the avam-garde hy 

Western scholars may inspire us to chink furcher 
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about the narure and function of the group movement 

of Chinese avanr-garde. Some Western scholars 

consider the Western avant-garde an experiment 

of aesthetic modernity based on the feelings of the 

artist as rhe personification of alienation. 'J his theory 

of alienation in capitalise sociery was iniciaced by 

Marxists and developed by existentialists, and has 

frequently been applied by \Vesrern scholars to 

characterize rhc modernists, especially rhe avanr­

gardisrs, as a rebellious, decadent, and resisrant 

minority set against the rest of the capitalist society. 

Among such srudies, Renato Poggioli pays particular 

artenrion co Marx's idea of alienation and variou~ly 

considers "avant-gardism as ideology and as an 
aesthetic myrh."M, One may consider the '85 avant­

garde movement as an alien force, targeting nor 

vulgarity and philistinism in a consumer society, as 

did its Western counterparts, bur rather a coralized 

society with its tradition and ideology. However, 

the notion of alienation is perhaps nor the precise 

rerm ro apply ro rhe Chinese avanr-garde. On rhe 

conrrary, ir cannot be scared strongly enough that 

Chinese avant-garde artists always embrace society 

while seeking individualism and creative freedom; 

they have a fascination with being united with their 

own rarger. ·1 here is no way for chem co escape co an 

ivory cower; on rhe conrrary, they must go onro che 

street and confront the public and authority. 'lhey 

chemselves are pare of rhe insricution. If rhey are 

alienated, they alienated themselves, because they arc 

in a system char includes chem. 

Despire the significant differences between the 

Wesrem avant-garde and the '85 l\1ovement in terms 

of their differing targets and levels of acceptance, 

we may still find many mental or ideological 

similarities on the levels of abstract spirituality and 

basic atrirudes of rebelliousness. From rhis point 

of view, Poggioli's four-part typology of the avant­

garde may also fit the '85 Movement. One of the 
features of the '85 Movement was the shunning 

of cradicional studio work by the artists, who were 

focused instead on social projects raking place in 

the public sphere, such as villages, facrories, streets, 

and plazas. For most of them, the artwork was never 

considered for irs commercial or even artisric value. 

Ir was a spirirnal vehicle to involve the public and 

society. '!his was not only due to their idealism, their 
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hopes for enlightening rhe masses, rhe enjoyment of 

being involved in a movement, and their sensibilities 

growing our of l\1ao's revolmionary legacy, bur also 

because of the complete absence of an art market, 

either local or inrernational, in the middle '80s in 

China. 'this feature may be related to a tendency of 

activism, one of Poggioli's four elements. 

Antagonism is Poggioli's second characteristic 

of the avam-gardc. According ro Poggioli, in the 

Wesr, anragonisrn is characreri1ed by the alienation 

of the free creative artist from rhe public and from 

tradition, and is socially expressed in eccentric 

dandyism, ivory rower bohemianism, or hooliganism. 

One may consider that the '85 Movement was an 

antitraditional rnm·emenc. Tes anragonistic attitude 

ro rradition, however, was expressed in a very 

ambivalent way, for though the artists criticized 

traditional elegant forms, such as late literati art, 

they also respected a certain antagonistic spirit 

derived from traditions such as Chan Buddhism. ·1 he 

movement also made a departure from the socialist 

realist tradition. 1he artists' criticism of the latter, 

however, was very hesiranc. Certain revolutionary 

strategies, such as those of the propagandist teams 

who frequently visited villages and factories during 

rhe Cultural Revolution, were sometimes srill a parr 

of the dream of the avant-garde. 

In China during the l 980s, the major audience for 

Chinese avant-garde art was composed of intellectuals 

and university students, rather than the middle class 

with which the Western bohemians or hooligans 

were confronted. ror the Chinese incellectllal public 

it is not even necessary to comprehend any one 

particular work in its entirety, for all that need be 

grasped is the function of avant-garde art ;1s a whole 

in the reform and total modernity project.<' In order 

to grasp the essence of the avant-garde, ic is necessary 

co understand its culwral presuppositions, which 

include the revolutionary values of social niticism 
and the cultural value of antagonism. lt was very 

important for the Chinese avanr-garde movement's 

survival chac a context of intellectual culture in the 

l 980~ existed. 

According ro Poggioli, the third aspect of the 

avant-garde is nihilism, or an action chat drives 

it bevond self-control. An aesthetic enthusiasm 

for seeking a surrealistic fucure, embraced by the 

Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



Chinese avant-garde in rhe I 980s, was perhaps partly 

inspired by surrealism and Dadaism, lllovelllenrs 

char exemplified nihilism very strongly according 

to Poggioli. In fact, nihilism relates to the second 

characteristic of rhe avant-garde, antagonism, defined 

by Poggioli as a kind of"rranscendenral activism" in 

which a movement "welcomes and accepts its own 

self-ruin as an obscure or unknown sacrifice to the 

success of future movements." 

Mose artists of the '85 Movement, especially 

the rationalist painters, believed char they bore rhe 

responsibility ro make sacrifices for the nation's 

future, and yet they themselves suffered rhe life of 

a transitional generation. On December 2, 1985, 
for instance, rhe Pool Society's '"85 New Space" 

exhibition opened in Hangzhou in Zhejing pro\'ince. 

An article published in Meishu, "Yongganzhe de 

xishcng" (The sacrifice of the brave), described rhe 

intention of the artists. 1hey thought char it was 

impossible under the circumstances in China for 

their generation co surpass the achievements of their 

own tradition or the peak of modern Western culture; 

it might need several generations. 1l1ey thought of 

themselves as being like rhe foundation on which the 

next generation would build to go on to reach the 

summit of the future_c,s ·the "Arr l"ield" exhibition, 

held by rhe Luoyang Modern /\re Srudy Group, was 

closed a day after irs opening, fulfilling the group's 

expectation of suppression stared in the preface w 

the exhibition catalogue with a tragic tone: "As an 

exhibition, it will be closed, bur as art it will nor be 
concluded. "c,•> 

In early 1988, most groups of the '85 Movement 

simultaneously disbanded. ·1 his was not mainly 

due to rhe political pressure of the Anti-Bourgeois 

Liberalism Campaign begun in early 1987, bur 

was effected insreJ.d by 3. growing marker society, 3. 

result of the economic reform encouraged by Deng 

Xiaoping since rhe early 1980s, which pur a pre~sure 
even scronger chan policical pressure on the idealism 

of the avant-gardists. ·1 hey needed co find a means of 

survival beside rhe creation of arr, which apparently 

was the primary function and purpose of the groups. 

No matter which perspective it is viewed from, 

the '85 Movement in general cannot be named as an 

art school or a period trend. Rather it was the birth of 

Chinese contemporary arr and the foundation of all 
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Chinese contemporary arr of rhe lase rwo decades. Ir 

is from chis movement forward char many historical 

events, importJ.nt artists, p3.rticular philosophies, 

and their ensuing heritage have developed. 

139 Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



4 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

from february 5 to 19, 1989, the "China/Avant­

Garde" exhibition cook place in the National Art 

Museum of China in Beijing. ·1his was just two 

months before rhe beginning of rhe Tian'anmen 

Square student democratic movement, and four 

months before the governmental shutdown of 

the movement on June 4, 1989. As the principal 

curator of the exhibition, I was involved in the entire 

three-year preparatory process, including garnering 

sponsorship, negotiating with officials, fundraising, 

and chairing the organizational committee, among 

other duties. 1 

In recent years, I have done a number of projects 

in China, including organizing the twentieth­

anniversary show commemorating the original 

1989 "China/ Avant-Garde" exhibition. 'lhese past 

years have witnessed a rebirth of idealism with 

a new critical approach engaged in both social 

and aesthetic arenas. ·1 his rebirth of idealism was 

the primary impetus driving me and my team to 

undertake the organization of rhe anniversary show 

commemorating the original historical events. 

I scheduled the 2009 show and events to take 

place on the same day in Febrnary as the original 

"China/Avant-Garde" opening. However, the police 

gave notice of cancellation to us in person, just the 

night before the opening day of the anniversary 

events. ']his closing acrually repeated the cvenrs that 

happened twenty years ago with the original "China/ 

Avant-Garde" exhibition. 1his reminds all Chinese 

artists and intellectuals that the growth of industrial 

modernity has nor resulted in much change within 

the Chinese political system. Chinese modernity has 

a long way to go in terms of reform and democracy. 

With frustration and anger, I made a declaration 

of protest to the public on t=cbruary 5, 2009, 

at 3:00 p.m. outside the National Agricultural 

Exhibition Center (Qur/7/guo nongye zhrmlanguan), 

the designated time and place for the opening of 

the events and exhibition. Many artists who had 

participated in the 1989 "China/Avant-Garde" 

exhibition were available on the scheduled opening 

day, and they attended my declaration. '!he complete 

words of the declaration were as follows: 

A Declaration of Protest 

Lare at night on February Ii, 2009, rhc Public Security 

Bureau of Chaoyang District in Beijing notified rhe 

Organizing Committee of rhe 'fo·enricrh Anniversary 

of rhc "China/Avanr-Gardc" Exhibirion rhar the 

commemorarive evenr, which was ro be held ar the 
Beijing J\:acional Agriculrnral Exhibition Center on 

February 5, ar 3 p.m., musr be canceled. No legal 

basis for the provision was provided. 

As the head of thc Organizational Committee of 

th.: "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition in 1989, and 
the Chief Consulranr and Cur,1tor of rhc current 

commemorative cvcnrs, I would like ro lodge a strong 

protest to the Public Sccurit}' Bureau of Chaoyang 

District in Beijing. 'lhesc commemorative cvcnrs arc 

legitimate cultural practices, conducted wirhin rhc 
bounds of the Constitution of the People's Republic 

of China. ·1 he Organizer and the working ream have 

committed tremendous rime, resources, and energy 

to launch these events. !\•!embers from the art and 

cultural communities as well as the general public are 
ready to participate. \X1ithout any prior consultation 

and communication, the Public Security Bureau of 

Chaoyang District arbitrarily issued an order to forbid 
our events-such action is an utter viobtion of the 

constitution and a blatant transgression of our civil 

rights. I am deeply indign:inr ar such enforcement and 

would reserve my right to c,tke further legal actions. 

Gao tvlinglu, 

Early morning of February 5, 2009 
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Figure 4.1 

Gao Minglu, principal curator of the "China/Avant-Garde" exhibi­

tion. addressing the public after the police closure because of the 

gunshots, February 5, 1989. Photograph provided by A Zhen. 

Figure 4.2 

Gao Minglu, the principal curator, reading his declaration, "Protest," 

in front of the public in the plaza of the National Agricultural Exhibition 

Center, February 5, 2009. Photograph provided by Yang Zhilin. 
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·the cancellation brought the enthusiasm of 1989 

back ro the artists, along with cause for reflection 

upon China's current art scene and its methods and 

theories. What we most miss from the days of the 

1989 "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition is che belief 

that art is ma<le 110L only for the art co111111u11iLy itself, 

nor for the market and biennial exhibitions, but 
rather for a broader social purpose, and that it should 

be exhibited in a public environment, accessible by 
all. Artistic practice means creating something more 

significant than just an art object. Above all, it is a 
means of enlightenment. This is the legacy of the 

I 989 "China/ Avant-Garde" show. 

However, there is still a certain amount of 

confusion about the original exhibition, as only a 

few people, and then only rarely, can gee firsthand 

information about it. First, it was not merely an 

exhibition in an incerior gallery space that was twice 

shut down by the officials (as most people know). Ir 
had a difficult cmarorial hisrory and it turned into 

a great social space mirroring the policies, economy, 

and culture of the period. Although the exhibition 

involved che efforcs of many artists, critics, and 

scholars, T am che only one who wenc through every 

stage from che beginning co the end and had contact 
with all che various circles of society with whom we 

engaged, such as officials, police, bminessmen, leaders 

of state-owned enterprises, inrellecruals, dissidents, 

writers, artists, and critics. ·1 he exhibition can be seen 

as a coral durational event on a stage enacting a play of 

social happenings. Second, the I 989 "China/Avant­

Garde" show's sensational results overshadowed ics 

historical and aesthetic details, such as its curatorial 

approach and its display methodology and structure, 

:tmong orher things. f.ew people know how m:1ny 

artists and works were included in the show, and 

many are co11F11sed as ro how many rimes it was shut 

down. Some say three rimes, some one time. Finally, 

people may appreciate only its social significance 

but easily overlook its conceptual side. Almost 

none oF the artworks were paid adequate attention 

and received critical discussion, with chc exception 
of a few perform;1nce works, which m;1y have heen 

ovcrpolicicizcd under the particular circumstance of 

late 1989. Even the most sensarional two gunshots 

by Xiao Lu were not analyzed nor understood 
properly, due ro rhe media arrention surrounding 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

Figure 4.3 

The original copy of the declaration. 

143 Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



their public effecc. Xiao Lu's two gunshots were nor 

only significant acrions in rhe public sphere, bur 

also enactments of the ambiguity between a female 

individual's experience and rhe public interpretation 

thereof. Tr was this dislocation bcnvccn public and 

private that made her gunshots and installation rhe 

most conrroversial artwork in the exhibition. Her 

conceptual framework an<l approach involved the old 

generation of socialist realism, her emotional state, 

and her arriwde coward the environment of urban 

modernity. ·1 he interpretation of her work, however, 

still remains incomplete, as it has hirherro been 

bastd on a superficial, dichotomy-ridden perspective 

(national versus personal, political versus artistic). 

An Aborted Exhibition Plan in 1987 

The Aourishing '85 Movement impacted the 

conservative status quo and brought fresh air into 

the contemporary Chinese art world. Some opcn­

minded, middle-aged academic painters organized 

an official meeting called the National Oil Painting 

Conference, which rook place in Beijing in April 

1986. Major academic painters from across the 

nation participated. More significantly, considering 

the open policy and my suggestion, the organizers 

also invited some leading artists of the avant-garde 

groups, such as Shu Qun, Zhang Peili, Li Shan, 

and others, to join the meeting and have a dialogue 

with the academic painters. I was invited to give a 

lecture at the conference, and I spoke on "'l he '85 

Art Movement" ("Bawu meishu yundong"), giving 

a general view of rhe groups an<l discussing their arr 

ideas, activities, and artworks; about 300 slides were 

shown. '[he lecture, and especially the showing of the 

slides, was a convenient and effective means to give 

an overview of the '85 Movement. Furthermore, ir 

inspired the participating avant-garde artists. During 

the meeting, I discussed with Shu Qun, Zhang Peili, 
and Li Shan the possibility of having a nationwide 

slide show in Cuangdong. 'lhe idea for the "China/ 

J\vanr-Garde" exhibition was iniriared, rhen a 

public announcement was made during che Zhuhai 

Conference from August 15 to 19, 1986. 

Ar the time, Wang Guangyi, the leading figure of 

the Northern Arr Group an<l rationalise painting, had 

jusr moved to /.huhai Acade111y of Painting (/huhai 
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hurryurm), an insrirurion locared in rhe Zhuhai 

Special Economic Zone. As ir was a new ccrritory 

an<l a new school. it was ambitious and motivated 

to host a national event to expand its profile. Wang 

Guangyi and Shu Qun came to Beijing to sec me and 

we made a plan for the conference. 1 finally convinced 

the Zhuhai Academy of Painting, with the publisher 

and organizers of Lho11gg110 meishubrto in Beijing as 

cosponsors, to organize rhe slide exhibition." In August 

1986, the first large-scale semiofficial conference of 

the '85 art movement, enritled the "/.huhai '85 New 

Wave Large-Scale- Slide Exhibition" ("Zhuhai bawu 

meishu sichao daxing huandcngzhan"), was held in 

Zhuhai. Rcprcscncacivcs from avant-garde groups 

and critics from all over China attended the event. 

'lhe organizing committee of the exhibition, led by 

myself, received abour 1,200 slides sent by groups 

from across the n;nion. From these, 342 works from 

31 groups were sclecced and displayed irn the show. 1 

1he masc important outcome of the meeting was 

the decision to organize a large-scale exhibition of 

Chinese avant-garde arr. 

After the Zhuhai conference, 1 began to try to 

convince an influential official institution to be a 

sponsor for organizing an avant-garde cxhibicion. 

In China during the 1980s, no exhibition, whether 

a group show or solo show, could be hdd wirhour 

an official unit as a sponsor. ~o official units, 

however, wanted to rake the risk and be a sponsor 

for the exhibition. Even the respected Chinese arr 

journal /hongguo meishubrto, which had originally 

promised ro do so, gave up due ro political pressure. 

Afcer failing to find an official sponsor, I. along with 

some art critics, in particular Zhu Qingsheng, a 

young reacher at the Central Academy of Fine Art, 

:ind Liu Xiaochun, the chief editor of /hongguo 
mfis/mbrto, beca111e aware char we needed to found 

our own organizations. After some preparatory work 

in November, the Chinese Modern An Research 
Society (2ho11gg110 xiandaiyislm )'rtllji11hui), a self:. 

organized association of about thirty critics from all 

over rhe nation, was founded in Reijing, in part as a 

planning mechanism for an avant-garde exhibition.' 

Helped by the Beijing Young Painters Society, 1 

worked out an exhibition space and signed a contract 

with rhe National Agricultural Exhibition Center 

on January 7, I 987. 'lhe exhibition was planned co 
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open on July I 5, 1987.' • I he reasons for choosing rhe 

Narional Agriculrural Exhibirion Cenrer as rhe sire 

were, fir~r. char the Ministry of Culture could nor 

control it, and second, rhac it had an open-minded 

vice-director, Wei Tongxian, who had graduated 

from rhe Central Academy of Graphic Arr in Beijing 

in the 1960s and who supported rhe avanr-garde 

exhibition. furthermore, it had great gallery space 

and the building itself had been named one of the 

'lcn Grear Constructions (Shida jia11zh11) during the 

Sovier-inAuenced period of rhe 1950s. 

\X/irh this news, I sent a letter ro the representatives 

of rhe avant-garde groups nationwide to invite them 

to come to Beijing for a meeting.'' On March 25 and 

26, 1987, the first exhibition planning meeting was 

held in Beijing, and abouc twency arcisrs from some 

of rhe major avant-garde groups garhered rhere. 

Lacking a secure meeting place, the meeting sire 

was moved from place co place, even meeting once, 

during the winter, in a cluttered courtyard used 

primarily for storage. 'I his was done largely as a result 

of rhe Anti-Bourgeois Liberalism Campaign, a hard­

line political movement being conducted at the time. 

Student demonstrations were staged in a number of 

Chinese cities in !arc 1986. Authorities responded 

with a campaign against ''bourgeois liberalism," 

targcring all new polirical and culrural rhoughr. 'lhe 

campaign continued through mid-1988, significantly 

hampering the activities of the avant-garde. Facing 

political pressure, hO\vc,·cr, all rhc artists and critics 

who joined rhe meeting decided the exhibition would 

srill be opened in rhe middle of July, in the National 

Agricultural Exhibition Center, under the title of 

the "Academic Exchange Exhibition for Nationwide 

Young Anises" ("Gedi qingnian meishujia xueshu 

jiaoliuzhan'').s 'l he title aYoided radical cerms like 

"avanr-garde," "modern," and so on, which would 

have been imulring and a red flag to political officials. 

On April 4, 1987, rhe Propaganda Deparrmenr 
of che Central Committee of the Communist Parry 

of China issued an official document prohibiting 

any professional associations from holding scholarly 

acriviries wirh a national scope. In response, rhc 

Chinese Artists Association, an official organintion 

under the Communist Party, immediately contacted 

me, making a clear statement and issuing an order 

to cease preparing rhe avant-garde exhibition for rhe 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

A meeting during the "Zhuhai '85 New Wave Large-Scale Slide 

Exhibition and Conference." From the left are Li Shan, Fei Dawei, 

Gao Minglu (speaking). Liu Xiaochun, Zhu Oingsheng, Peng De. and 

Pi Daojian. 

National Agricultural Exhibition Center, Beijing. 
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146 Chapter 4 

Figure 4.6 

The original copy of the letter from Gao Minglu inviting 

artists from mound the nation to come to Beijing for the 

preparatory meeting for the exhibition. 

Fiyurc 4.7 

Group photo taken in the yard of the Beijing Youth 

League after the preparation meeting for the "Academic 

Exchange Exhibition for Nationwide Young Artists" in 

the National Agricultural Exhibition Center, March 26, 

1987. IThe author is sixth from left in the front row.) 
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National Agricultural Exhibition Center and ro break 

up rhe Chinese Modern Arr Research Society. 'lhe 

result was chat the first attempt co hold chc exhibition 

was aborted, although most of rhc preparatory work 

had already been completed. 

My Negotiation with the National Art Museum of China and 

Various Officials 

fn early 1988, the political situation cased. I started 

again co prcp:irc for rhe avant-garde exh ibirion. At rh:ir 

time, when the possibility ofh:iving the exhibition in 

another space in Beijing such as the National Cul rural 

Hall (Mi11z11 wmhua gong) also failed, I decided to 

try for the National Arc Museum of China because 

ofics imporc:inr position and symbolic role, although 

I knew it would be extremely difficult roger. Ir is the 

only national art gallery char shows contemporary art 

in the official academic sense, and it is directed by 

the Ministry of Culmre. le was built in 1958, the 

year before the ten-year celebration of the founding 

of the People's Republic of China. It is one of the 

so-called Beijing Ten Great Constructions fini~hed 

at chat time. Each Great Construction is a specific 

symbol of greatness.'' t:or that reason, the National 

Arc Museum is a symbol of che highest authority, 

and is nationally important in the Chinese arr world. 

t\11 important official art exhibitions arc held there, 

such as all sessions of the National Art Exhibitions, 

which arc held by chc Chinese Anises Association 

and the Ministry of Culture every five years, and 

some commemorative exhibitions, such as the 

Exhibition for the Celebration of the Est:iblishment 

of the People's Republic of China, held in the 

twentieth, thirtieth, and fortieth anniversary years. 

Once an individual artist has a show in the National 

Art Museum, it means rhac his or her arc position 

has been established :ind accepted by the official 

appararus, rhe narion's highest arr aurhoriry. 

f-or chis reason alone, it\vas very important for chc 

avant-garde co use and modi~, chc symbolic image of 

the :'-Jarional Arc Museum, purring a heretical show 

in the sacred arc palace chat it had never been able 

to enter. for the first rime, intensive critical acciviry 

would be engaging with the National Art Museum, 

exemplifying the suppressed, skeptical identity of 

the avant-garde. ·1 his would bring about the double 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

result of challenging auchoricy by a very aggressive 

means and giving a boost to the development of the 

av:inc-garde movemenr, if it received the expected 

public ancnrion. 

In order co gain rhe use of the National Arr 

Museum, however, I had co find a legal sponsor. 

because che National Arc Museum docs nor accept 

shows lacking official units as sponsors. Because no 

official units in the art world wanted to take the risk 

due to the conservative atmosphere ac the moment, 

I shifted my attention outside rhe Field of art for 

sponsorship. With the help of my colleagues, in 

particular Liu Dong, an inAuential young scholar, 

and Shu Qun. anise and writer and one of the 

authors of Lhongguo dangdai meislms/Ji 1985-1986, 
the avant-garde exhibition proposal was immediately 

supported by three major official unirs led by some 

inAuenrial liberal inrelleccuals in China, including 

the editorial committee of Culture: China and the 

World Series ( We11h11r1: Lhongguo yu shijie), led by 

Can Yang; SDX Joint Publishing Company (Sa,ilillll 
shuclian), directed by Shen Changwen; and the 

Chinese Aesthetic Study Society (Lho11gh11a quang110 
meixue :we/mi). chaired by Ru Xin. \Xii ch a proposal 

scamped with the seals of three famous units in 

hand, I submitted an application letter and gave a 

slide presentation to the directors of the "N"acional 

Arc lvtuseum in April 1988. Soon after, f received a 

refusal seating chat chc National Arc Museum could 

nor handle the political and artistic orientation of chc 

exhibition. 

In the summer of 1988, the Anti-Bourgeois 

Liberalism Campaign seemed almost over. ·1 herefore, 

the organizational work of the exhibition gained 

support from four more official units, including 

Meishu, /.hongg110 meislmhrto, the Beijing Craphic 

,\re Company (Beijing gougyi meishu zongg,or1gsi), and 

China City Environment (Lho11gguo shirongbao), as 

co-organizing spo11sors. Support also c:tr·nc from sortie 

inAuencial artists of the older generation, such as Wu 

/.uoren, Liu Kaiqu, Jin Sh:ingyi, and /.han Jianjun. 

Carrying the proposal sealed by a total of seven 

legitimate official units, I applied to che :'-Jacional 

Arc Museum again in September 1988. With no 

solid reason co refuse, the National Arr Museum 

was forced to accept the proposal, hut it established 

the one condition that I had to get permission from 
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the Chinese Artists Association, rhe most legitimate 

official body in the Chinese arr world. 

Although some small group shows had appeared 

in the National Art Museum after the Cultural 

Revolution, including the Stars in 1980, the "China/ 

Avant-Garde" exhibition was robe rhe first national­

scope unofficial exhibition in China since 1949. 10 

The most controversial point was that it was a show 

of artwork done in Western modern and postmodern 

srylcs. ·1 hese arr styles and schools have always been 

considered heretical by the government. • I herefore, 

the exhibition faced the censorship of borl1 rhe 

Propaganda Department of the Communist Parry 

and rhc museums of rhc Ministry of Culture. ll1c 

Communist Parry's organization within the arr world 

is the Chinese Artists Association, which is directed by 

the party's Propaganda Departmenr. '[he museums, 

such as the Imperial Palace Museum and the National 

Art Museum, are directed by the Ministry of Culture, 

a large governmental department. Generally, though, 

the Communist [>arty has more authority rhan any 

orher government agencies. 'lherefore, sometimes 

the Party will cancel an exhibition plan although the 

museum may have already accepted the proposal. 

Furthermore, the possibility of having an avant­

garde exh ibi rion accepted by borh rhe Parry and rhe 

government was dependent on the occurrence of an 

opportune moment when the government relaxed its 

control on art policy, comparatively speaking. 

I submitted the same proposal to the Dcparrmcm 

of the Secretary, rhe leading group with in rhe Chinese 

Artists Association, and gave a presentation ro three 

high-ranking officials, Cc Wcimo, Kan Fcnggang, 

and Dong Xaioming. Dong was the youngest official 

among chem and was supportive on the matter. With 

Dong's help, the officials sec up a meeting with me. 

After a three-hour meeting, the Department of the 

Secretary of the Chinese Artists Association finally 

granted permission and signed, sealing the proposal, 
after I agreed to accept the conditions given by 

the officials.'' ·1 he Department of the Sccrerary 

demanded rhar three types of artworks nor be 

allowed in rhc exhibition: chose rhat were opposed 

to the Communist Parry and the four fundamental 

Principles (Sixiflllgjiben y111111u), those that included 

pornographic images (interpreted as any display of 

sexualiry), and chose thar were xingwei yishu, literally 
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"behavior arr," or acrion/performance art. 12 
• 1 he 

firsr rwo resrrictions were abstract and symbolic, 

not substantial, bm ir was difficult for me to accept 

the third one. In the '85 Movement, performance 

arr was extremely important as a mode of directly 

venting individual free rhoughr and long-suppressed 

intuitive feeling. "Jhe reason for this prohibition 

was the face chat performances commonly and 

unpredictably rook place in public spaces. To rhe 

authorities it would seem easy for a performance 

to be transformed into a political event, such as a 

demonsrrarion. 

In order to achieve the goal that the avant-garde 

exhibition should take place in the National /\re 

Museum, I made a compromise and accepted these 

conditions, but insisted on having performance arr 

present in rhe form of documentaries. "I his rime rhe 

officials made a compromise as well and signed the 

proposal under the seals of the sponsors, saying in 

essence: We hereby agree char Art Month(y [the official 

journal of Chinese Artists Association] be involved as 

rhe sponsor of"China Modern Art Exhibition," and 

we expect sufficient support from the National Arc 

1\1useum.u 

Since it had the approval of rhc Chinese Artists 

Association, rhe :'-Jarional Arr Museum was forced to 

accept rhe exhibirion plan, bm deliberately chose for 

it an unpopular date: the period of Chinese New Year. 

"lhe opening day would be rhe eve of the Chinese 

New Year, when the Chinese people arc usually at 

family gatherings rarher than joining in any public 

activity. Nonetheless, there was no choice for me: the 

only way was ro accept the harsh terms. 

On Seprernber 17, 1988, I organized a meeting at 

which all the sponsors and their representatives formed 

the Chinese 1\ilodern Art Exhibition Organi1.ational 

Commirrec (Zho11gg110 xi1111d11i yish11zha11 choubfi 

weiy11a11h11i). ll1e committee consisted of fourteen 

members who were active scholars and art critics in 
the Chinese contemporary cultural world. I was the 

head of rhe committee (choubei weip111nh11i f11zere11), 

or principal curaror. Ar rhe rime, in 1988, rhcre was 

no such term such as celmaren or "curator" in rhc 

Chinese arr world. 'I he ji,zerl'II, or ''head" of the 

organizational committee, was equivalent ro the 

principal curator in today's international manner; and 

rhc organiz:irional committee was similar ro today's 
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curacorial ream. Among rhe comminee members, 

Li Xianting, the editor of Zhongguo meishubtto, was 

in charge of exhibition space design (zhanri.ng sheji), 

and Zhou Yan, a teacher from the Central Academy 

of Fine Arr, was in charge of scholarly acriviries, 

such as conference and catalogue. fan Di'an, Wang 

Mingxian, Tang Qingnian, Fci Dawc:i, anJ Huu 

I lanru all were young critics who were caking various 

roles on rhe ream. 

On the same day, the committee released a public 

announcement with information on the founding of 

the committee and details about the show, which 

was later published in Zhongguo meishubao as che 

following: 

Preparation Notice for "China/ Avant-Garde" 

Exhibition, No. 1 

1. Tc has been decided chat a China An Show will 

be held from fcbruary 7 co 20 at the National An 
Museum of China in Beijing. 

2. ·1he "C.hi1rn/Av,111r-G~rde" exhihirion will exhihir 

for rhe nr~r rime fe,1mred arrworb made wirh 

1nodern c:oncepl~ and in the modern ~pirit Ill the art 

world in both China a11J i11ternatio11ally, as well a~ t.o 

the general public. The show will also reflect die an 

111ove111e1ll am! avant-gardt: 1::xplora1io11s in d1t: pasl 

frw yc:;JJ'S Ll1aL arc being dc:baLcd and c:valuatcd in an 

circle~, and the: value: and siguificancc of modc:rn ,m 
in the development of Chinese culture. As a high­

powered exchange and research event in the neld of 

modern arc, the show will boost the development of 

art pluralism in the Chinese art world. 

3. 'lhc sponsors of the exhibition arc: the Editorial 

Hoard of Culture: China and the World Series, the 

AII-Chin.i A1::sthe1ic Association, Meishu, Zhongguo 

meishubao, Rending Magazine (Dushu), and 

Modern Art Salon. Preparation work, which has been 

approved by the Chinese Artists Association and che 

arional Art Museum of China, will be assumed by 

the Organizational Committee of the exhibition. 

'1. 'I ht:: exhiliirion will collt:cr worb narionwide. 

All t:nrrie.~ 11111~r d1::nu111srrnre rl1t: t:~rahlished arrisric 

C0l!Ct:pl or the ani~L ht:ari11g his/lier i11Jivi<lual 

cl1;JJ·aclt:r, modernity and novel visual form. 1ho~c 
who walll Lo pa11icipaLc: mw,L submit photos, 

slides, a design plan, tides, sizes of their works, plus 

their insrallation requirements and resumes to the 

Organizational Committee for appraisal no later than 

Ep ~ij! it~~Ji 
• Jiftft 

1(--lj 
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Figure 4.9 

"Preparation Notice for 'China/Avant­

Garde' Exhibition, No. 1," published in 

Zhongguo meishubao (right column), 

October 31, 1988 . 
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February 1. (Slides must he able to go through plate 
making and will nor he rernrned. ·1 he width of single 

pieces cannot exceed 2 meters. Send ,di materials to 

Ms. Qin Wcnna, Qianhai Xijic 17, Chin,1 Academy 

of Arts, Fine Art in China. 1-kijing, 100009, China.) 

5. ·1 he Appraisal Committee will, apart from the 

rncrnbers of the Preparatory Commircec, also be 

composed of officials, experts, and scholars. 

6. 'I he advisers of the show are: Ru Xin, Li i'.ehou, 

Liu Kaiqu, Wu Zuoren, Shen Changwen, Shao 
D,11.hcn, Tang Kcmc.::i, Jin Shangyi. and Ge.:: Wc.::imo. 

7. /vkmbcrs of the Organizarional C:ommirrcc arc: 

Gan Yang, Zhang Yaojun, Liu Dong, Liu Xiaochun, 

Zhang Zuying, Li Xi,mting, Gao Minglu, Tang 
Qingfcng, Yang Lihua, Zhou Yan, h1n Di'an, Wang 

Jvlingxian, Kong Changan, and Fci Dawci. 

8. '!he Head of rhc Organizational Commirrcc is: 

Cao Minglu. 

9. Academic acriviri~s and promotions 111 various 

forms will be held in the course of the show. Awards 

will be granred ro the entries. 

Organizational Committee of Chin,1/Av,111t-C.1rdc, 

Ocrober 1988. 1 

The Difficulties of Fundraising 

Ir seemed to me that rhe problem of the budget was 

even more difficult than that of political censorship. 

'lhe "China/Avanr-Garde" exhibition was an 

unprecedenred evenr in Chinese conremporary arr 

hisrory. Ir was disrincr from rhe normal exhibitions 

held in rhe National Arr Museum of China in tern,~ 

of both its political sensibility and its financial 

sources. Although it \-Vas lucky ro be accepted, due 

ro rhe remporary easing of rhe political siruarion, 

this did nor mean rhar any corresponding financial 

support would come from the Narional Arr Museum 

and the government. All museums in China are 

governmentally controlled cultural enterprises, and 

until rhe late 1980s the majority of arc exhibitions 

held 111 museums such as the National Arr 

Museum of China had been financed either by the 

central government or by local governments and 

organizational units. 

Before rhe lace 1980s, rhe financial resources for 

most exhibitions held in rhe National Arr Museum of 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

China (and orher museums) could come from three 

sources. One source was an official organizing unir 

rhar had enough money ro budger for rhe exhibirion. 

Another option was a budget that was planned and 

supported by rhe central government, especially 

for imporranr official exhibitions. For example, in 

1984, rhe Ministry of Culture allocated 900,000 

yuan (rhen about $300,000) for rhe Sixth \Jational 

Art Exhibition, which opened in the National Art 

Museum of China (and seven other sites in different 

ciries) in September 1984. ·1 hirdly, if rhe organizing 

units did nor have sufficient funds provided by their 

local government, they would try to obtain money 

from other official units, such as government­

controlled factories or companies rhac had achieved 

higher fiduciary success and had excess profits." 

Because of rhe transirion from a planned 

national economy to a market-based one, rhe 

traditional system of official patronage has changed 

since rhe mid-1980s. For instance, under a national 

law, most of the profits earned by a governmental 

enterprise must be submitted to the government 

at the end of the year. Under the new marketing 

system, some national enterprises may use part of 

their profits ro finance certain cultural enterprises, 

so rhar rhey can benefit from rhe cultural programs, 

such as rhrough free adverrising on relevision, in arr 

galleries, on invitations, and in catalogues. More 

imponanrly, however, such financial support might 

effectively boost the mutual private relationship 

('1,11t111xi) between the leadership of rhe enterprise and 

rhe exhibition organi,.ers. rurrhermore, mosr of rhe 

rime an intermediary, perhaps rhe decision-maker on 

the patron'~ side, would rake a percentage of the total 

financed amount (10-30 percent). 

·1 his phenomenon did nor appear until rhe late 

1980s. Alrhough rhe central Chinese go\'ernment 

tried hard to prohibit rhe corrupt phenomenon of 

:umzh11 or "donarions," ir was unsuccessful due ro rhe 

limitation of the governmental system itself In the 

past rwo decades many rich private enrerpriscs have 

appeared in China, and a few of them have become 

patrons supporting unofficial cultural programs, 

such as exhibitions, ro demonstrare their pure 

enrhusiasm for promoting new culture and art. One 

of rhe reasons for this system might be the different 

Chinese tax system: in the \'Vest the corporations and 
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private businesses who financially support a culrural 

program can ger rhe benefirs of a rax deducrion, 

bur in China there are no such benefits for Chinese 

private corporations. 'lhey decide to devote their 

own resources simply to support cultural enterprises. 

Obviously, it was impossible for ''China/Avanr­

Garde" to ger financial supporr from the government, 

and the six sponsors were themselves struggling and 

could only provide moral support. lhus, raising 

money turned out to be a tough challenge for the 

organi1.ers of the avant-garde exhibition, for whom it 

was a rorally unpreccdcnrcd experience. 

After the exhibit ~ice was confirmed, the 

organizational commiccee of rhe "China/Avant­

Garde" exhibition immediately wrote an open leccer 

to rhe public seeking support. It was drafted by Fan 

Di'an, who was in charge of issuing documenrs 

and dealing with public affairs. I then shifted my 

concentration to fundraising, the most difficult work 

at the moment, after the other curatorial difficulties 

,vere overcome and the artworks were collected. J 

traveled ro Shanghai and :--Janjing in south China, 

I farbin in northeast China, ·wuhan in central China, 

and Tianjin, my hometown in north China, to raise 

money. 

At first, one of the largest national corporations, 

rhe Panda Elecrronic lndusrry Corporarion in 

Nanjing (Nanjing xongmao dim,zi go11gsi), agreed to 

donate 200,000 yuan (at that point about $40,000), 

wich the stipulation char the exhibition must provide 

the corporation with advertisements in the space of 

the exhibition, in newspapers, and on relevision, as 

well as contribute a number of the artworks from 

the exhibition to the corporation. Unforrunarcly, 

two months after the start of negotiations, just 

as the president of the company was about to sign 

the conrracr, he changed his mind and withdrew 

the company's support without any explanation. 

All of chis cranspired a mere cwo monchs before 

the exhibition was to open. At that momenr, the 

committee had received only 2,500 yuan, which was 

less than 2 percent of the enrirc budgetary projection 

of ar least 150,000 yuan ($30,000). 1l1e fundraising 

requests of the organinrional committee were 

refused by almost everyone, which was profoundly 

frusrrating. On one hand, the political pressure and 

lack of financial resources endured by rhe avanr-
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garde exhibition were mainly due ro rhe political 

sentiments against ,wane-garde arr. On rhe other 

hand, since rradicional and academic arc has been 

the dominant arr sryle in China since rhe 1980s, 

it was not surprising that rhe avanr-garde was an 

incomprehensible arr form for the public. 'lhercforc, 

both the exhibition's political risk and its lack of 

promised commercial benefits discouraged potential 

financial supporters. 

Facing these enormous difficulties, I was forced 

to seek ocher means of raising funds. Together wirh 

a friend, Wang Mingxian, who was also a member 

of the committee, l described our troubles co some 

friends in the culrural world and co all avant-garde 

artists, asking for their assistance. "lhen Zhang 

Kangkang, one of rhe mosr famous novelists in China, 

who had been sent to Heilongjiang province as a 

reeducated student during the Cultural Revolution, 

published an article expressing her sympathies with 

the commicree. She appealed co her readers, and 

especially ro Feng Jicai, a popular no,·cl ist based in 

Tianjin, to support rhe avant-garde exhibirion. 16 

Ar rhe time, reng Jicai was the chairman of 

the Tianjin Writers and Artists Association, and 

he strongly supported modern cxpcrimcnral arr; 

an immediate response garnered some funds for 

rhe exhibition from factories and the magazine 

h-ee Dismssio11 011 Literature ( W£,11xue ziyoutr111) in 

Tianjin. I C\Vice made round trips beC\veen Beijing 

and Tianjin on the same day in order ro have enough 

materials co convince Feng. "lhis moved him. With 

Feng's help, I received 20,000 yuan a11d brought 

ir back to Beijing. This money suddenly made the 

avant-garde exhibition viable, though it was for from 

an adequate amount. 

Several artists also managed to convince their 

businessmen friends ro donate. '[he effect was rhar 

various factories and companies contributed, in total, 

40,000 yuan (about $10,000). Among the anises, 
some rook on labor in exchange for conrriburions, 

and some even donared rheir own works, or gave 

works from their collections of tradirional paintings, 

to rhe contributors. Moreover, along with their 

entries ro rhe exhibition, every artist who participated 

in the show voluntarily gave 100 yuan, about the 

amount of a monrh's salary, ro the committee. ·1 hus 

186 artists conrributed 18,600 yuan (about $4,000). 
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Budget for ttEXhlbitlOn Of Chinese 

MOJern rirtn 

1. REt!T 

2. TRAt!SPOP.THI Oll rn~'/ ro AND BACK 

turnrn BEIJ!llG Atll) SltiGLE 

OUTSIDE llE!JING 6,mm 

3. HAIER AHD ELfCIRICm 

4. LHEOURIRS' P/l?l1ItiI • 15,61!9 

5. KA!ERIHLS 18,000 

6, DESIGN AH!l REALIZAIIOH 23,()B9 

7. PROHOTiOli At!D A!WERi!SHuff (l!iVliHIOri, 

cmLOCUE, POSU:R, POST FEES, TU AHD 

BRO~DCitST illG AvVERHSHEliI I mss CO!i-

mrncE AllD IIO!lKHlG DINU[R) S? ,503 

8. S'/HPOS IUt!S 500 

Hl. COLLECTION 5G, OQ~ 

11. REl!T FOR UtHiCLES 3,000 

12. omcE m 2,mm 

tom RHB 219,050 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

Figure 4.10 

The original copy of the expenditure budget of the 

"China/Avant-Garde" exhibition (English vcrsionl. 
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'I he most moving scory of rhe fund raising was 

rhar of a private businessman called Song Wei, who 

ran rhc Grear Wall Past Food Company (Beijing 

changchmg kuaican) and contributed 27,000 yuan 

to the exhibition. His ambition was to build the 

first private art museum in China, co be named 

the Grear Wall Arr Museum (Cha11gchmg _)'is/m 
bo11mg11an). After the avant-garde exhibition closed, 

he collecred about fi.fry major works from rhe 

exhibition directly from the artists. I le thus turned 

out to be the first major private collector of Chinese 

avanr-garde arr, before it had gorren any ;mention 

in the international marker. Unforrunarely, he soon 

gave up rhis significant work, as various factors 

(such as financial difficulties during rhe June fourth 

Tian'anmen incident, family situation, and physical 

problems) forced him co gave up collecting enrirely. 1 

Song Wei's retreat was both symbolic and 

realistic. Ir revealed both the lack of financial ability 

and diminished interest from private rich people in 

China. On rhe other hand, although rhe Chinese 

avant-garde arr of rhe 1980s should be recognized 

as an international phenomenon, directly inAuenced 

by Western modernism and posrmo<lernism through 

translations and foreign exhibitions, without foreign 

marker and institutional connections it was domestic 

in economic terms. Ir was nor unril rhe end of rhe 

Cold \Xlar, in particular after the mid-l 990s, rhar 

inrcrnarional collectors and rhe international arr 

marker came to China. Before that, atrenrion came 

nor from professional international arr collectors 

and museums, bur mainly from amateur, personally 

interested investors, for instance ambassadors in 

Beijing such as Uli Sigg, writers, or non-mainstream 

gallery owners. 

By the rime "China/Avant-Carde" opened, only 

a few foreigners had bought Chinese avant-garde 

works. ll1e Tokyo Modern Arr Gallery collected six 

pieces dming the exhibition, which initiated foreign 
interest in collecting this type of work. 

Regrettably, by rhe rime of rhe exhibition 

opening in February 1989, I had raised only 118,600 

yuan (about $23,000). 1l1e original goal was co raise 

at least 150,000 yuan (about $30,000), and the 

sufficient amount would have been about 220,000 

yuan (about $44,000). ·1 har amount included 

the fee for the use of the gallery space (more than 
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50,000 yuan), shipping fees, fees for space design, 

advertising fees, conference fees, the cacalogue fee, 

and so on. Although rhc amount we had collected 

was still not the total amount we had hoped for, the 

exhibition could be opened.Twas forced co cur some 

of the original budget, and failed to have an ideal 

catalogue published for the exhibition. We were only 

able to produce a small publication, with my preface 

on rhe opening page followed by a caralogue, a total 

of 46 pages. 1x 

Two Closures and a "Small Tian'anmen Square" 

While working to overcome the political and 

economic difficulties associated with rhc show, rhe 

committee had shipped rhe 300 exhibition pieces 

from provinces all around rhe country to Beijing. 

Under che censorship laws, rhe committee was 

required to get official approval of all the works 

from the authorities. On February 4, 1989, rhe day 

before rhc opening of rhe exhibition, rhe officials 

of the Propaganda Department of rhe Communist 

Parry, the Ministry of Culture, the Chinese Artists 

Association, and the National Arr Museum of 

China came to the exhibition galleries ro examine 

and officially approve the avant-garde exhibition for 

rhe public opening. In order roger srrong support, 

the committee also invited some inAuential older 

artists and arc historians from rhc Central Academy 

of Fine Arr to join in the inspection. A number of 

rhe works were criticized hy rhe censorship group 

because of their political and sexual content. After 

a heated dispute between the censorship group, the 

members of the committee, and academic experts, 

most of these controversial works were kept in, bur 

three pieces were pulled. Among the works denied 

by rhc committee, bur finally kept in, rhc most 

controversial one was Wang Guangyi's Jvfno Zedong 

No. I, which the censors accused of putting Mao into 
a jail. "lhe work was allowed to remain after rhe artist 

wrote an inscription explaining what he intended to 

rel! rhe audience. After rhe censorship meeting on 

February 4, 1989, Wang Guangyi and T discussed 

rhe inscription and decided to write a note beside 

the painting which said that Mao was one of rhe 

most inAucnrial political figures in Chinese modern 

history; we should evaluate his historical role using 
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The small catalogue of the "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition 

:ind the prefnce by Gno Mingln. 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 
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racional analysis and logical chinking, which were 

represented in rhc work by rhe grid drawn on rhe 
surface of Mao's official portrait. 

The "China/Avanr-(~arde" exhibition opened on 

February 5, 1989. The works in rhe exhibition were 

discribuced over six gallery spaces chat occupied three 

floors, and included 297 pieces in various media 

including painting, sculpture, photographs, video, 

and installations. This day was a mammoth festival 

for every :iv:inr-garde :irti.~t. Pive enormo11.~ black 

banners were extended on the ground in the square 

in front of rhc Nationnl Arr Museum marked wirh 

Figure 4.12 

Wang Guangyi, Mao Zedo11g No. 1, 1988. 

tlw exhibitio11 title and logo, wl1ich was designed 

by Yang Zhilin and based on the public traffic sign 
indicating'' o U-Ti.1rn." According to the origi11al 

design, rhe five banners were to be hung from the 

roof uf the t'XLeriur uf d1"' museum facing the square. 

·1 his plan was rejected by the director of the National 

Arc Museum, but che arciscs solved the problem by 

laying them out on the ground. 

The exhibition's opening ceremony was shrouded 

by a nervous and solemn atmosphere, as if something 

was bound LU liappe11. After f gave a speed1 celebrating 

chis important historical event, che birch of the first 

OIWWffRI llWJNMT--
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Figure 4.13 

The National Art Museum ol China, Beijing, with the poster ol 
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Figure 4.14 

Tho site of tho "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition, tho square in the yard of 

National Art Museum of China. February 5, 1989. Photograph by A Zhen. 

Figure 4.15 

Gao Minglu giving the opening speech in the interior reception hall 

et the National Art Museum of Chine, February 5, 1989. 
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avam-garde exhibicion in concemporary Chinese an 

history, the public entered rhe galleries. 'lhey were 

immediacely mer nor only wich che provocacive 

installations and paintings, bur also with several 

surprising performances, crue happenings. 

Wu Shanzhuan began his performance Big 
Busimss (Dashengyi) in du~ gallery uf rhe first Auur. 

Wu had brought 300 kilograms of fresh shrimp 

from a fishing village in Zoushan, Zhejing province, 

where he worked as an art teacher for mass cultural 

educacion. He wroce che price of che shrimp on a 

blackboard and began selling rhem. The first buyer 

was Liu Kaiqu, che honorary direccor of rhe Nacional 

Art M11seum and one of the most inA11enti:il sculptor.~ 

in China. This work demonstrated Wu's idea char 

modern arc in modern society is just a big business, 

which was a thesis he had presented in an avant­

garde conference held in I Iuangshan city, Anhui 

province, in 1~88. He explained his performance 

after the shutdown of the show by the authorities, 

saying, "'I he National An Museum is nor only a 

place ro display artwork, but it also can be a black 

market [heishi]. For the Chinese New Year, I have 

broughr nrsr-q1rnliry shrimp suirnhle for cxporr from 

my home village in celebration of the holiday and 

co enrich people's spiritual and material lite in our 

capiral. The unit price: 9.5 yuan. Place of display: 

National Arr M11se11111. lJrgenr for buying.""' 

Anorher performance anise whose work was nor 

otherwise reprcsenred in che show, n:imed 7Jiang Nian, 

sat in the corner of the gallery on rhe second floor 

h:icching eggs. Tn his manifesto, which hung across hi.~ 

chest, he wrote: "During rhc incubation period, I will 

not discuss theoretical questions wirh anyone, to avoid 

harming rhe younger generation." The artist Li Shan, 

one of the most impnrt:111t painters of rhe r:itionalisr 

painting group, scared himself at his installation and 

began w;1shi11g hi.~ leer in a hasin decornrerl wirh m;my 

portraits of US President Reagan. 'I his cynical behavior 

was undouhredly a kind of blasphemy againsr the 

sacred arc palaco----the National Art Museum of former 

days. An hour afrer rhe opening, W.rng Deren rhrew 

more than seven thousand condoms onto all the works 

on all rhree Hoors of rhe building, to demonstrate 

his hegemonic power over all the works displayed in 

1he exhihi1inn. Tn orher words, he ;111emp1ed 1.0 11se 

condoms to unify all the works. 20 
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Figure 4.16 

Wu Shanzhuan, Big Busi11ess: Selfing Shrimp, 1989. 

·1 hree hours after the opening of the exhibition, 

Xiao Lu, a young woman anise from rhe Zhejiang 

Academy of Fine Arc, fired two gunshots, which 

shocked rhe Narional Art Museum. Xiao Lu suddenly 

pulled out a gun and fired two shots at her installation, 

Dialogue; or more precisely, at a mirror between C\VO 

telephone booths in which stood full-length pictures 

of a male and a female scudenc cal king ro each other on 

rhe phone. TI1c pre.~idenr of rhe Beijing Public Securiry 

Bureau, who wa.~ on the spot, immediately seized Tang 

Song, a friend of Xiao, who was standing near the 

installation, and ordered me to close the exhibition. 

'lhe reason given was chat the scene of the gunshot 

had ro be preserved inracr in order co crace rhe cause of 

rhe incident. (Acrually rhe P11hlic Securiry R11re:111 had 

long been suspicious of the organizational work of che 

exhihirinn. There were a1 le:1sr ren phtinclnrhes public 

security persons in the galleries.) Immediately after the 

shooting, several police cars fully loaded wirh .rnncd 

personnel arrived in the square in front of the National 

Arr Museum. 'l he police rudely ordered chat the galle1y 

be shut down for three days. Public news from both 

inside and outside of China reported on rhis event. 

In China there is a law that prohibits citizens 

and resident fr,reigners frnm owning g1111s; ,he only 

exceptions arc for soldiers and police personnel, who 

have permirs. 1l1e neijing P11hlic SeCL1ri1y nurea11 

stated that both Xiao Lu and 'lang Song had violated 

chis law and had rn he detained. Ar four o'clock in 

the afternoon, encouraged by her uncle, Xiao Lu 

surrendered herself to the authorities. After being 

detained for two and a half days, both people were 

released because there was 110 evidence that the twu 

artists had plotted a murder. However, because of the 
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Figure 4.17 

Zhang Nian. Hatching Eggs, 1989. 

Figure 4.18 

Li Shan, Goodbye, 1989. 
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Figure 4.19 

Xiao Lu, Dialogue, 1989. 
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Figure 4.20 

Police cars entering the square of the National Art Museum of 

China after the gunshot at the "China/Avant-Garde" exhihition, 

February 5, 1989. Photograph by A Zhen. 
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The New York Times article 

reporting on the closure. 

Police in China Close Ar! Show After A iist Shoots Her Work 

shooting and other c.:vc.:nts, the.: exhibition was forced 

to close for three days. 'lhe government authorities 

still believed that this incident held political meaning, 

and most of the foreign news media reported it as 

a political e,·enr. According to the claims of the 

two artists, their shooting was nothing more than 

a celebration of finishing the installation work, no 

matter what the public thouglu about it. After the 

rwo artists were released; they gave me a declaration 

in person, asking me to make a public announcement 

on their bdla!f. 'lhe declaration is as follows: 

J\s parries co rhe shooring incidcnr on the day of rhe 

opening of the "China/Avant-Cardc" exhibition, we 

consider it a purely artistic incident. \X1c consider 

that in arr, rhere may he artists with dift~rent 
undc.:rstandings of so6c.:ty, but as artists we.: ,lrc.: not 

interested in policies. \X'c ,ire intcn.:srcd in rhc values 

of arr as such. and in its social value, and in using rhe 
righr form wirh which co crearc, in order co carry our 

the process of dc.:cpt:ning char undcrsr.u1ding. 

Xi,10 Lu. ·1:111g Song' 1 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

Although Xiao Lu was named as the author of 

the installation. and she was also the person who 

opened fire, the media and arc circles widely took 

borl, Xiao Lu and 'fang Song to be the initiators and 

performers of the two gunshots because Tang was the 

first one arrested. 'f here was even a rumor that 'fang 

came from a military family background and had 

lent the gun to Xiao, until Xiao declared that the gun 

she used was in fact borrowed From Li Songsong, a 

tc.:c.:nagc.: friend of hc.:rs, who did have a military family 

background. No one doubted the coauthorship of 

the two gunshots until, fifteen years later, Xiao Lu 

openly decbred that she was the only author of the 
gunshot as well as of the insrallation. ·1 he gunshots 

were part of the installation as a whole. Xiao was 

silent about her work and never mentioned the 

question of authorship until the end of her fifteen­

year relationship with 'fang Song in 2004. 

'fhe declaration of her solo authorship of the 

Dialogue and the gunshots began with five letters 

Xiao wrote me in the period between February 4, 
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Xiao Lu, Fifteen Shots-From 1989 to 2003, 2003. 

2004, and March 23, 2004. After I received the leners 

I responded ro her in a lener encouraging her ro 

claim her authorship, because, first. it was her right to 

declare the truth, and second, it was very important, 

nor only for the generation of the "China/Avanr­

Garde" exhibition bur also for the younger generation, 

ro rediscover the complex conrext of this hisrorical 

event made by a particular female individual.~~ 

·1 he ambiguity that disturbed Xiao Lu's emotions 

eventually broke our fifteen years :ifrer her two 

gunshots in the National Art Museum of China. In 

another performance work, she made fifteen gunshots 

on photos with her o,vn image as a metaphor for her 

hidden anger at herself. Although the fifteen shoes 

were made in 2003, the ride of the work is Fifteen 

Shots-h-om 1989 to 2003. 'I he shoes in 2003 were a 

bitter 111emory as well as a farewell co che past. 

1l1e rwo shots of 1989 were aimed at a mirror; 

chose of 2003 at the photos. Fifteen years ago, the 

sound shocked the gallery, Beijing, even che world; 

chis time only herself. because she made the shots at 

a firearms instructional club, the only place where 

Chinese are allowed to open fire. 

Why did Xiao Lu sit in silence for fifteen 

years? 1l1ere definitely was a personal emotional 

reason at the beginning, as she and Tang Song 

im111ediacely fell in love when both were arrested. 

'lhere was also a reason chat was a crucial cause of 

the performance itself Xiao Lu's gunshots were nor, 

as people commonly said, merely a violcnc gesture 

against auchoriry; chis is too simple and superficial an 

interpretation. In her recenr biography, she explains 

that as a teenage girl she had been raped by an older 

socialise realist arrisc, who was also her godfather.'·' 

"Ihe anger this caused might well bring her to a 

totally rebellious orientation including an embrace 

of avant-garde art, and thus a departure from chc 
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path of her parents, who ,vere also Soviet-trained 

socialist realist painters. One may then understand 

the gunshots by Xiao Lu as a paradoxical, ambiguous 

acc. On one hand, chi:, was a demonstration against 

her revolutionary bloodline, congruent with che 

yourhful zeitgeist rhat was running in public and 

political networks at the particular rnomenr before 

the June Fourth Movement. On the other hand, it 

was also a violent declaration of self-protection, in 

opposition to the common conception of females as 

powerless. Anger was everything at the moment for 

her, because she could nor rdl the public the nature 

of her distress. l11e only way of venting was to open 

fire on the artwork Dialogue, which she had made for 

her graduation.'' 

• I his dislocated, or ambiguous, relationship 

berween private and public, avant-garde and 

revolutionary, in che sense of Xiao Lu's personal 

background and experience, as well as of female 

discourse and the national (and the a,·anc-garde) 

ideological discourse, made her Dialoguevvich che cwo 

gunshots the mosr sophisticated and controversial 

work in che "China/Avanc-Carde" exhibition, as well 

as in Chinese contemporary arr hi~tory.2
' 

ln another controversy, che East German 

Embassy accused the exhibition of violating that 

country's sovereignry, because of Song Haidong's 

small inscallacion work in which che artist µuc a "wall" 

on edge between Easr and West Germany on a globe. 

I was informed by an official of che Chinese J\rciscs 

J\ssociation chat the embassy had asked char the piece 

be removed from the exhibition. 'Jhe artist then 

removed the work, which was immediately collected 

by the Tokyo Modern Arr Gallery. Ironically, the 

removal might be seen as a foreshadowing of the 

coming down of the Berlin Wall, which occurred not 

long chereafrcr. 
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All of this performance art reflected, from 

different angles, rhe arrists' opinions abuur arr 

and society. 'lheir work provoked a great deal of 

cunrruversy, which was imenriunally manipulated 

by their secretly planned happenings. one of the 

perrormances had liee11 a1111ou11ced Lo the National 

Arr Museum, and some nor even ro rhc curator and 

organizational committee, before the opening of the 

exhibition. 2<• 

After the exhibition had been closed four days, 

it opened again on Pebruary I 0, 1989. However, 

the Public Security Bureau forced me ro hire twenty 

security personnel to enforce the prohibition on 

perror111a11ce an. f had lU accept this a11J pay Li1eir 

salaries co the Public Security Bureau in order to 

keep the exhibition open. 

The run of rhe avant-garde exhibition was nor 

as peaceful as rhe National An Museum of China 

and the Public Security Bureau had expected. On 

February 12, after the reopening of the exhibition, the 

museum, the Public Security Bureau, and the Beijing 

ciry guvcrnrm:nt scparardy n:c<c:ivcd tlu<c:c anonymous 

letters with the same content, which was made up 

of clipped and pasted newspaper characters. lt said, 

"You must close the 'China/Avant-Garde' exhibition 

immediately, otherwise we will set off bombs in three 

pbccs in the N:ition:il Art M11se11rn ofChin:i." 11 

The Beijing Public Security Bureau and the 

National Arc Museum nervously discussed ways 

to deal with the threat. They informed me of 

the situation, showing me the letters and forcing 

me co make an immediate determination about 

whether the exhibition should close or remain open. 

Meanwhile, the Public Securiry Bureau pointed our 

th:it if I :igreed to keep the exhibition open, I wo11lcl 

have: ro answer for any explosion. I rc:fusc:d ro cake: 

responsibility For the bombs, and also refused to 

close the show; I maintained that the Beijing Public 

Security Bureau, nm the committee, had the true 

dury to avert any explosion. 

At night, however, the Beijing Public Security 

Bureau and the National Arc Museum received a 

comm;incl from the pre.~ident of rhe Prop;ig;ind;i 

Dcparcmcnc of the Communise Parry and rhc 

presidem of the Ministry of Culrure: rhe exhihirion 

must close for rwo days while the Beijing Public 

Security 13ureau .searched for bombs in the gallery. 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

Figure 4.23 

Song Heidong, The Earth from the Aliens' Point of View. 1989. 
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·1 he public and arcisrs were excired by che second 

shurdown and cclebrared by any means, because rhe 

shutdowns might have been seen as a symbol of rhe 

avant-garde's provocarive and aggressive ideology. 

Someone even made a public commemorative 

envelope for che second closure, helping people 

remember the dates (which appear on the bonom 

It.ft). 

The Beijing Public Security Bureau used armed 

police and various other means, from modern 

rechnic:il equipment to se:irch dogs, to se:irch for the 

bombs in all corners of rhe :--.larional Arr Museum of 

China over the rwo days of rhe closure. Predictably, 

however, there were no bombs in rhe gallery. Was 

it a joke? Of course, it was possible char rhe lcner 

was :1 re:il rhre:ir, bur it w:is :ilso possible tint it w:1s 

anorher performance, like Xiao's rwo gunshors. Ir 

was nor known who sent the letters until 1995, when 

the Zhejiang Public Security Bureau detained an 

artist named Liu Anping, from Zhejiang Academy 

of ~inc Art, for crearing rhe anonymous lerrer as a 

performance. 

After the exhibition opened again on february 

17, the atmosphere was even tenser and much more 

sensitive chan before. 'Jhe viewers were required ro 

leave rheir bags at a place indicared in che square in 

from of rhe gallery before rhcy were allowed ro enrer. 

'lhere were more guards watching for bombers. 

'lhe art exhibition seemed to become a dangerous 

battlefield in which any unpredictable incidem 

mighr occur ar any rime. 

"[he "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition closed on 

February 19. Ir had only remained open, in coral, for 

eight days and rwo hours. The original plan was for 

the show to last fifteen days. 

"lhe National Art Museum of China :ind the 

official aurhoriries accused rhe sponsors, rather than 

the artists, of having violated the stipulations that 

the Chinese Artists Association had imposed on che 
exhibition. I fence, rhe ~arional Art Museum of 

China made a decision that each of the seven sponsors 

of the "China/ Avant-Garde" exhibition should be 

fined 2,000 yuan, and none would be allowed to hold 

any shows in rhe National Arr Museum of China for 

the next rwo years. ·1 he complete notice from rhe 

National Arr Museum of China is as follows: 
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The "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition was closed down for two days. 

C/osi11g Down Twice, commemorative envelope made by Zhang 

Riyao, a postal designer. On the bottom left are marked the dates of 

the two closing periods. 

Notification of Finc:s Imposed on the: Sponsors of 

rhc "China/ Avanr-Garde" b:hibirion for Agreement 

Violarion wd Shooring-1 nducc:d Suspension of Show 

·1he "China/Avanr-Cardc" cxhibirion. which opened 

on rhc morning of Fchru,1ry 5 at our gallcrr, h,1s 

violated the exhibition ,1grcemcnr and the rules of 

the N,nional Arr Museum of China. On more than 

one occasion, bbck dorhs bearing rhe show signs 

were spread on rhc square in fronr of rhc venue, and 

award pbqucs bearing rhc words Jintian xiawu 
tings/mi I No water rhis ,1frc:rnoon I and framt:d wirh 

red silk were hung on public milers. Ac one point, 

rhrec persons covered wirh whirc dorhs came our of 

rhc cxhibirion hall. On rhc case hall of rhc firsr floor, 

some persons were selling fish and shrimp; or washing 

their feet and throwing condoms or coins. On the 

second floor was somebody who was hatching eggs. 
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The officials of our gallery informed the director of 

the organizational committee and the representative 

of the sponsoring units and demanded that these 

violations of the exhibition agreement be remedied, 

bur to no avail. As a result. the plaques had to be 

taken down from the toilets by the officials of our 

gallery. 'lhen around 11 a,m., a shooting occurred 

on the cast hall of the first Aoor which resulted in 

the closing down of the exhibition and suspension of 

ticket sales by the Public Security Hureau. 

The sponsoring 11nirs nf"C.hin~/ Avanr-Gardc" should 

he held primarily responsible fc1r rhe ahnve-menrio11ed 

i11cidems. ·11ie occurrences were nor only a violation 

01 tlie exl1iLitio11 agree111e111, blll ,ilso diMurbed the 

11on11al work ol other show;, a11d caused great da111al:\e 

10 1he rcp111alinn nl 1he Na1innal Ari M11sc11m nl 

China. Because nf rhis, we lrnve decided rn fine rhe 

violarors rhe organizaricnrnl comrnirree-2,000 

The "China/Avant-Garde" Exhibition of 1989 

yuan and ban rhc seven sponsoring units of"China/ 

Avanr-Garde" from holding ,my exhibitions at the 

National Art Museum of China in the next two years. 

A copy of this notification will be sent to the 

following sponsoring units of the "China/Avant­

Cardc" exhibition: 

M1•ish11, C.111111n·: China and 1he Wo1 Id Serie;., All-Chi mi 

Ac:~rhcri(' Associarion, 7hrmgguo mrirhuhao, Rr~nrling 

/\11iga?.ine, Heijing Arrs and Crnfrs Corpornrion, and 

Chi11a City E11viron111e11L 

Cc: Art Bureau of the Ministry of Cul cure 

Chinese Artists Association 

1l1e National Arr Museum of China 

f-ebruary I 3, 1989 
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Perhaps chere was an undersrandable ambivalence 

among rhe governrnenr officials. Because rhe 

avanr-garde exhibition was the first large-scale 

and complercly Westernized exhibition held in 

China after the opening to the West, the Chinese 

government probably wanced co use the show as a 

symbol of irs cul rural policy of increasing openness. 

This allowed the avant-garde anises co use chis 

opporruniry to achieve their own goals. Ann Scott 

Tyson, a staff writer of the Christian Science Monitor 

who was at the opening of "China/Avant-Garde," 

wrore: '''lhe ourrageous srunr revealed how China's 

avant-garde artists arc brashly raking advantage of 

rhc opportunity provided by cased scare censorship 

in a bid co spark greater public attention for their 

highly unorthodox art." 1~ 

Two monrhs after rhe "China/Avanr-Garde" 

exhibition, the Beijing student demonscrarions broke 

out. Following the government's crackdown on the 

democratic movement on June 4, I <)89, the ''China/ 

Av:i.nt-G:i.rc.le" exhibirion was repearedly arcacked :i.s 

an important manifcsrarion of rhe evils of bourgeois 

liberalism. Moreover, the exhibition was lacer referred 

to in print by some hard-liners as a small Tian'anmen 

Square of the art world, partly because Xiao Lu's 

gunshors can be seen symbolically as che first gunfire 

of the Ju nc fourrh srudcnrs' insu rrecrion (baol11a11) .1'' 

As rhe organizer of rhe exhibition, I inevirably 

also got punished by rhe governmenr. After rhe 

June 4 incidcnrs, I was informed by the authorirics 

that I needed co study ,\llarxism at home, and T 
w:i.s prohibited from editing, publishing, lecruring, 

and traveling outside Beijing. A year later, I got an 

invitation letter from the U.S. National Academy of 

Sciences and Ohio Scare University. After about six 

months of waiting for approval from the authorities, 

I finally received a passporr issued by rhe aurhorirics 

and was able to go to the United Scare~ as a visiting 

scholar in October 1991. 10 

One may ask why the 1989 exhibition used "China/ 

Avanc-Carde" as its English title while rhe original 

Chinese cirle, "Zhongguo xiandai yishuzhan," 

literally means" Chinese Modern Arr Exhibition." In 

Western arr history, "avanr-gardc" and "modernism" 

went side by side, they were almost the same thing, 

although in rhe postmodern period rhere was a 
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contrasring "nco-avanc-garde." Bue in the Chinese 

context of the lace l 980s, qianwei (avant-garde) 

seemed more radical and broader than xiandai 
(modern arr). 'lherefore, when l discussed the 

English title of the exhibition with some critics. such 

/.hou Yan, rhe editor of the exhihirion caraloguc, and 

Hou Hanni, the cacalogue's translator, we all agreed 

that "avant-garde" made more sense than "modern" 

as a translation of the original Chinese ti tic. We also 

had a feeling char although "modern" in rhc Chinese 

context means ''new," in the West it might be a term 

our of fashion, even suggcsring a period sryle. '[he 

term "avant-garde," however, is more contemporary, 

ongoing, and not confined co a scylc. Ic particularly 

fir the arr of the '85 Movement in the second half of 

the 1980s. 

In facr, ir was nor unril rhe lead-up ro the 

"China/Avant-Garde" exhibition that Chinese artists 

and critics of the '85 Movement began widely and 

formally to use the term "avant-garde" to define the 

new arr. ·1 he most commonly used rcrm in rhe 1970s 

and earlier 1980s had been "modern" (xi1md11i), bur 

sometime around 1986 or 1987 some critics, artists, 

and writers began to use the term "a vanr-gardc" 

(qia11wei, usually in visual arr, or xianfeng, commonly 

in lirerarure) ro name che new arr and new liceracure. 

Some gua1111ia11 arr groups, such as Xiamen Dada in 

Fujian, chc M Group in Shanghai, and the Somhern 

Artists Salon in Guangzhou, claimed that they were 

pursuing a "surpassing avant-garde" (chao qianwei). 
'I herefore, rhey declared char rheir ideas tended 

coward "postmodernism" or the "contemporary" (sec 

chapter 6). 

Generally speaking, then, before the "China/ 

Avant-Garde" exhibition, "modern," "avant-garde," 

"postmodern," and "contemporary" had all been used 

by rhe artists of rhe '85 Movement. After the 1989 

exhibition, however, "modern art" (ximu/11i_J1ishu) was 

no longer used co define any new arc phenomenon in 
the Chinese arr world, and "avant-garde" became the 

term most frequently used, especially in the first h:i.lf 

of rhe I 990s, borh domestically and intcrnarionally. 

Since rhe later l 990s, "contemporary arr" (dm1gdai 
_)'islm) has become the most popular term. 
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5 

Metaphysical Modernity 

Rationalist Painting and Current of Life Painting 

'lhc art groups described in this chapter arc grouped 

together by the belief that artwork should evoke "the 

spirit of humanism" (rm wen jingshm) or "humanism 

and rarionalism" (rmwen fixing). Alrhough, since 

the Renaissance, humanism in the West has been 

differentiated from the modern idea of individualism, 

in China after the Cultural Revolution the term 

"humanism" (rendnozhuyi) indicated the search for 

individual freedom in conjunction with a fraternity 

searching for what is most noble in the human 

condition. Additionally, Chinese humanist ideas 

strongly opposed rhe division of people into different 

classes. As discussed in chaprer 2, rhe scar (sh11nghe11) 

and rustic painters presented this humanism in their 

arr either by showing rhe emotional wounds inflicted 

on rhe Chinese populace or by depicting the poor, 

innocent peasants and pastoralisrs in the countryside. 

Simultaneously in literature, a "searching for roots" 

(xungen) movement arose containing t\VO conflicting 

camps, those of "native soil writing" and "urban 

literawre." As rustic realist painting and the scar 

group addressed scenes from the Cultural Revolution, 

the tendency to examine the customs and mores of 

local regions, known as xungen fiction, first appeared. 

Ir was a modest reaction against the increasingly 

formulaic scar literature (shnnghen wenxue) of the 

lace 1970s and early '80s. Scar literature openly 

deplored rhe narional chaos and individual suffering 
of rhe Cultural Revolution. 

However, the generation of the '85 Movement 

immediately launched another campaign of 

humanism (renwen jingshen). It was a significant 

departure from rhe earlier one launched by the post­

Cultural Revolution generation, because rhc 1980s 

gencrarion, in general, was pursuing an idealistic 

future characterized by cultural modernity, no longer 

looking backward to traditional or native roots to 

explore certain historical values ofhumanity. for chem, 

humanity itself represented the nexus of the issue of 

modernity, rranscending che struggles of the painful 

past and personal experience. In this sense, the '85 

Movement departed from the "realistic" restrictions 

of che post-Cultural Revolution generation, \vho 

mostly targeted the Cultural Revolution period. 

hirrher, they returned to the May Fourth 

heritage of seeking culwral enlightenment and 

total modernity. As described in my 1986 speech 

delineating the '85 Movement's characrerisrics: "In 

the arr world, a movement emerged that embraced all 

the issues of the May Fourth Movement and revived 

the core spirit of the cultural movements begun in 

rhe early rwenrieth cenrury. lr is part of rhe culwral 

debates and is the cultural fever of the year." 1 

Transitional Avant-Gardes Look toward the Ideal Future 

In the rnid- I 980s, after China suddenly opened 

to the rest of the world, many inrelleccuals and 

a new generation of artists who had received 

academic training thrived with a strong dose of 

Western modern and contemporary influence. 

'!he humanism embraced by the artists of the '85 

Movement reflected a desire to transcend both Mao's 

ideology of "prolerarian people" and rhe complain rs 
of the "wounded people" espoused by the Red 

Guard generation, especially the artists of che Stars 

group and of scar painting. On the contrary, the 

artists of the '85 Movement identified themselves 

as "universalisrs," which in this specific moment 

revealed the core of Chinese modernity, a modernity 

ready co embrace all advances from different ages and 

civilizations and to go beyond the reality of existing 
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civilizations. "Humanism," in chis context, was 

an idealistic hope of producing a spirirual order in 

which a new furure would be built; it also implicated 

an ambiguous modern Chinese nationalism in its 

strident search for a specifically Chinese modernity. 

Ar rhe same rime, rhis humanism continued che 

post-Cultural Revolution period's tendency to desire 

more personal freedom after several decades of 

selfless devotion ro Mao's revolution, during which 

humanism was criticized as bourgeois.' 

'lhe humanism of the '85 Movement is a 

rationalise rather rlian empirical notion. Ir is chis 

rationalism that distinguishts the '85 Movement's 

"humanism" (rm wen) from the previous 

posrrevolurionary "humanism" (rendr10). Of the 

two, renwen is bro:.1der and goes beyond political 

and Marxist narratives. ff rmwen mosrly refers ro 

the idealism, liberty, and freedom of an individu~1l 

intellectual, the rationalist quality indicates a desire 

co awake from a black ideological midnight. 1 first 

used the notion of "rational ism" (lixi11gzh11yi) and 

"rationalist painting" ro summari1.e and analyze rhe 

new arc's philosophical tendencies following the 

po~t-Cultural Revolution generation. In"'! he Recent 

Developing Trends of Oil Painting" ("J innian youhua 

fazhan de liupai"), I used lixingzhuyi or "rationalism" 

t0 define the social skepticism and criticality of rhe 

Stars group, saying char rationalism was equivalent 

ro moral functionalism (daode gong11eng zhr~pi) in 

arr, as revealed in che Stars' manifesto. However, T 
also indicated thar the Scars' arr language, in itself, 

was insufficiem ro bear rhe entire burden of a much­

needed moral philosophical function.' 

In another essay titled "About Rationalist 

Painting" ("Guanyu lixing huihua"), I first defined 

rationalism by delineating three tendencies: (I) a spirit 

rhar transcends concrere phenomenological realiry 

while pursuing a permanent, ideal order in the form 

of rruth seeking; (2) a cul rural reAection and critique; 
(3) a desire for freedom and self-determinarion. ""lhese 

three perspectives cover the different approaches of 

rationalise painting exempli~ 1 ing the most powerful 

and fulfilled "humanism" in chc '85 Movement.' 

Rationalist painting, which included many 

groups of artists living in cities on the cast coast of 

China, used cool, solemn, and sometimes grim forms 

co convey a philosophical and semireligious feeling. 
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'lhe major anises of rhe rationalise painting group 

included the Norrhern Arr Group (Beifimg qunti) 

in Harbin, Hcilongjiang province; the Pool Society 

( Chi she) in Hangzhou; the Red Journey (1 iOJ1gsel,j) 

in :"Janjing; and some artists in Shanghai. 

·1 he broader phenomenon called current of life 

painting (shmgmi11gzhili11) consisted of many groups 

of artists in western China, including the Southwest 

Arr Group (Xi11r1n yislm q1111ti) led by Mao Xuhui, 

Zhang Xiaogang, and Pan Dehai, as well as the 

'lhree Srep Studio in "laiyuan, Shanxi prnvince, led 

by Song Yongping and others. '[his trend addressed 

the significance of humanism in the breakdown 

of a collective rationalization that had suppressed 

individual consciousness and desires. Interested in 

foreign philosophy, psychology, and literature, these 

painters' approach and philosophy were very much 

like the "current of life" expressed as elr111 11itr1I by 
Henri Bergson. ·therefore, we use this notion to 

describe the natural disposition of life that embraces 

violence, irrationality, and intuitive action presented 

in the arr of this period. 

A I rho ugh rationalist painting \.Vas mo re rational 

and current of life painting more expressive and 

emotional, they shared a common interest in 

determining the intrinsic substance of human nature, 

on a level that rranscended individual experience. 

'lheir surrealist-inspired images had nothing to do 

with disenchantment with reality; quire the opposite, 

as their humanist impulses come from their pursuit 

of real truth (the rrue aim of Western surrealist 

philosophy, as it developed immediately following 

World War I). 

When Mao's utopia crumbled, the people's 

majestic dreams and idolatrous enthusiasm were 

also destroyed. I mmediarely, however, another kind 

of utopia was promoted by a new generation of 

artist~ born in rhe 1960s who matured in rhe middle 

I 980s. Even in its anti-uropian srancc. that is to 
say, this artistic avant-garde aimed to replace Mao's 

utopia with another utopian project of cultural 

modernity. 'lhis modernity would be determined 

in an idealistic way when rhe arr project of the '85 

Movement committed to close involvement in 

social and cul rural practice. ·1 he vision of the total 

modernity project, however, \\'JS oriented toward a 

perfect future, rather than coward a radical reform 
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of rhe conremporary social environmenr. Jr is rhis 

morivarion rhar made rhe arr praxis of China in 

rhe 1980s a transcendent avant-garde. Moreover, 

there was a furrher entanglement wirh the narratives 

of modernity from the May fourth Movement, 

characterized by a passionate quesr for a society of 

committed inrcllecruals evolving our of principles 

born in the Confucian period. 

"!hough they considered themselves a transitional 

generation, most artists of the '85 Movement believed 

they bore the responsibility for the nation's furure 

and were enthusiastically willing ro make sacrifices 

to bring about social reform.' Among all of the artists 

who participated in this driving project of Chinese 

modernity, rationalise painting groups were che most 

in A uen rial. 

·1 he social :md culrural changes of the 1980s 

led the artists of the '85 Movement to express 

"humanistic enthusiasm" in their arr, and to 

promote themselves as thinkers. Even though they 

were inAuenced by surrealism, we cannot define 

their paintings as '·surrealist" in the sense commonly 

used by many critics, because the specific historical 

circumstances were quite differcnr. 'lhe Western 

surrealists employed a dialectical juxtaposition of 

real and unreal to reveal the hypothetical utopian 

stare of subjective freedom even while rhey existed 

in a scare of objective 11nfreedom. Accordingly, 

surrealism, like modernism in general, was reduced 

by Adorno and others ro an artistic strategy of protest 

against capitalist society characterized by a failed 

methodology of resisrance.c, ·1 he unreal or dream 

scenes in the works of surrealism convey :m irrational 

critique of the idealistic, progrcs~ive capitalist social 

modernity that had caused unprecedented human 

disasters, including the world war. ·1 his reversal 

between real and unreal, ideal and nonideal, cannot 

be found in the rationalist painting of China, for 

rhc larrer conveys an inrcgrarivc pursuir of rhe ideal 

in a harmonious but "cransrealistic" scene. 'The 

comparison with Western surrealism ultimately 

fails ro explicate the important phenomena of the 

Chinese avant-garde.-

Rationalist painting sought co unify painting 

praxis and reality, bur wirh a metaphorical, not 

surrealist, approach to the pursuit of subjective 

freedom. ·1 he project of rhe Chinese avanr-garde, ar 

Metaphysical Modernity 

rhis moment, was neither dialectic nor a negation: 

rarher ir was a represenrarion of a realm transcending 

(not resisting) reality, a mental realm of medication 

and philosophical enlighrenmenr rhac involved both 

the surrealist and the social realist sryle. However, 

because of their rationalist and philosophical 

characteristics, I coined the term rationalist painting 

(Lixi11g h11ih1111) to define these works. 

Among the representatives of the rationalists, 

rhe Northern Art Group was the most prominent, 

including rhe major arrisrs Wang Cuangyi, Shu Qun, 

Ren Jian, and Liu Vian. Promoting a "civilization of 

the north," they made the rather extreme claim that 

the culture of the temperate zone was dying and had 

to be replaced by a new culture from the northern 

climates. '!hey subscribed to a long-held belief char 

a masculine strength inherent in norrhern Chinese 

culture was opposed to the comparative weakness 

of both Chinese traditional culture (which they 

associated with southern China), namely rhe literati 

culture that began in the fourteenth century, and 

modern \Xlestcrn civilization. 

Apparently, their theory concerning the 

"civilization of the north" reAected a desire to 

strengthen nationalism and simultaneously create a 

new modern society at rhe important moment when 

China opened to the world. Deriving their style from 

images of wrrealism, the artists sought an imagery 

that would express the strength and che silent, pure 

atmosphere of the frigid zone." This pursuit of a 

quasi-religious purification reAects rhc artists' dream 

of founding a rational social order for China's furure. 

1 Iowever, importantly, they would build this fuwre 

on the ruined foundation of contemporary culture. 

ll1e image of Chrisrianiry became a metaphor for a 

new order of civilization more progressive than any 

previous. For instance, in his Absolute J>ri11ciple of 

1985, Shu Qun subordinated Christian iconography 

wirhin a rarionalisric grid, rcprcsenring an order rhc 

artist considered capable of creating a sublime realm 

with which to purify reality. 

In the beginning, rhe artists of the group 

demonstrated that their art creation was based not a 

study of arr bur rather of culture. As rhey proclaimed 

in their manifosro: 
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Figure 5.1 

Shu Oun, Absolute Principle, 1985. 
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Pim of all, we would like ro declare ro che puhlic char 

the "result" Ji~playeJ in front of you is not the fruit of 

"cteation." Like other behaviors of mankind, it is only 

one of many behaviors, excepc char che aim of chis 

one is ro escablish a world wirh a new worldview. In 

chis "world," all che old cradicions of mankind will be 

gone and a new, strong, eternal and immortal "world" 

will be born instead. 

We set forth the following requirements for our own 

painrings: our painrings arc nor arr! lnsrcad, rhcy 

arc only a means co express our way of thinking, 

constituting a pare of our coral thinking. We arc firmly 

opposed to rhe so-called pure pain ting language and rhe 

cliche of making full of use of the property of painting 

materials in rerms of rhe "autonomic" principle of 

painring. Ir is because we believe rhac ro judge whecher 

a colleccion of arc has value or nor depends primarily 

rm whcrhcr ir dcmrmsrrnn~~ genuine rcR~on or rhc 

Chapter 5 

force of wisdom of mankind, and exhibits the noble 

tiualities anJ ~ublime aspirations of human beings. 

Ir is our opinion char Eastern and Western cultures 

have disintegrated and been replaced by a newborn 

culture-the civilization of the north. (lhis docs not 

mean that the local cultures of northern Europe or 

northern Asia will dominate world civilization, but 

it is a symbolic concept based on the fact that in the 

whole cultural history of the East, Eastern cultures 

arc constantly moving coward rhc north.) 'lhc culture 

of mankind, from its inception, has possessed a deep­

rooted tendency to move gradually coward the frigid 

zone. This north-moving tendency shows char rhe 

inner force within mankind flows externally coward 

a direction foll of confliccs. '!his manifests the inner 

spiric ofhurn:in beings." 
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Because of their dedication co cultural study, the 

anises of che Norchern Arr Group wrote a number of 

interdisciplinary essays on art, culture, and philosophy 

in che years 1985 and 1986. 10 These proclaim char 

the artist should act as a cultural soldier fighting 

fur die future uf a lu:altl1y sucieLy. 011 SepLember 
1), l 1)85, the Northern Art Group held a conference 
encirled "The Penetration and Outlook of Northern 

Arc," which was supported by the Artists Association 

of Heilongjiang province. The group attempted to 

found a theoretical magazine, though it failed due 
to many difficulties. The theory and conu•pcs of 

the Northern Art Group immediately spread to 
11atiu11wiJe avam-garJe cirdt's, huwt'ver. Aftt'r d1t'y 

were noted by some important young editors, the 

accivicies of che Norchern Arc Group were extensively 

reported in journals and newspapers, receiving both 

affirmation and criticism. The approach of the 

Northern Art Group was che most philosophical 

among the rationalist paincing groups, and it drew 

a loc of attention from critics and philosophers. 

In 1987, when the group held a conference in 

Changchun, the former Manchurian capital, to 

discuss rationalist painting, a number of critics and 

philosophers, including myself participated. 
Within che '85 Movemenc, conceptual art 

groups such as Xiamen Dada and arrisrs of the 

current oflife groups strongly criticized rhe Northern 

Arr (;roup a.~ heing typical of rationalist painting, 

with a conceptual oricncarion of rarionalizacion and 

constructive principles which, ochers helieved, might 

easily lead to a suppression of individual feeling and 

desire. 11 Por these ocher groups, the most important 

goal was co destroy any cultural doctrine, rather than 

construct a new civili7.arion. 

Another similar racionalisr painting group was 

the Red journey group located in Nanjing, Jiangsu 

province. lhe leading artists were Ding Fang, Yang 

Zhilin, and Xu Lei. Ding Fang was another of the 

mosr influential artists of rhe rationalist painring 

of the l 980s. Ding was born in Wugong, Shaanxi 

province, in northwest China, in 1956, moving 

south ro N,mjing when he w;is ;i reen;iger. f.rom 

1978 co 1986 he studied as an undergraduate and 
rhen grnduare .~rudent ar rhe Nanjing Academy of 

Arts. After he graduated in 1983, he taught at the 

same school until he moved to Beijing to pursue a 

career as an independent artist in 1986. 

Metaphysical Modernity 

Figure 5.2 

The rationalist pointing conference, Changchun, February 1987. 

Along with Yang Zhilin and Xu Lei, Ding Fang 

was one of che major organizers of, and a participant 

in, the 1985 "Jiangsu Art Weck Modern Arr festival" 
("Jiangsu 4ingnian yishu zhou: Daxing yishuzhan"), 

the first inAuenrial exhibition covering all the 

experimental arcs there. In 1986, after Ding returned 

from seeing the Zhuhai slide exhibition of the '85 

Movemenr, he and another seven arcists, including 

Yang Zhilin, a teacher at Nanjing Normal University 

(who would design the logo of the "China/Avanr­

Garde" exhibition of 1989), Xu Lei, Shen Qin, Zhai 

Xiaogang, Guan Ce, Cao Xiaodong, and Xu Yihui, 

decided to organi7.e ::i new group n::imed the Red 

Journey. (Red symbolizes lifr, so char Red Journey is 

the journey or process nf life.) Principles published 

later in rhe brigade's manifesto show that their 

central concern was how to find and express their 

tragic feelings as they pursued a sublime and mystical 

artistic expression. They wrote, "\Xfe will build a 

common substance through our honest sacrifice. 
We ;ire looking for ;i new life cre;ired from rhe depth 

of our hearts. We will couch rhe sublime when we 

sail rnward the Faramita [hian, heaven]. We will he 

called by a holy command when our spirit meets the 

eterniry." 11 
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Figure 5.3 

Red Journey, outdoor gathering and exhibition, City Wall, Zhong­

shan Gate, 1986. 

The other renwen jingshen direction, rhe current 

of life, tended ro address questions about the nature 

of life in order to explore humanitarian values. The 

prinrnry difference he1wee11 their ,JrLis1ic gn,1ls and 

chose of the rationalists was chat the current of life 

pai111ers expressed 1heir npininns ahn111 the nature 

of life by venting their own individual emotions 

or expressing their own life situations. While the 

rationalise painters looked forward co a purified 

utopian world in the future, current of" life painters 

looked the ocher way, backward and inward, through 

images of distorted bodies or of people living a 

simple life. 

Oiffere111 anis1ic grrntps wirhin 1his 1rend had 

different ideas about both the nature of life and the 

nature of an. Some groups emphasiL.ed that life is 

instinctual, while some emphasized the idea that life 

is a process of acrnmmodation. Usually, their process 

of artistic expression starred as a venting of individual 

emotions, but it then evolved to express social 

meaning as well. After expressing their individual 

feelings, these artists sometime:, found that their 

problems stemmed from society. 'lhey were mainly 

influenced by exisremialism, expressionism, and the 

writings ofl-reud. '[heir individualism contained the 

elements of a strong collective imbued with social 

concerns. 
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'Jhe Somhwest An Group was perhaps the 

most influential and typical group in the current of 

life trend, both in its idea and practice, just as the 

Norr.hem Art Group was widiin rhe rationalist trend. 

Although the name of the group was geographical, 

this hy no means implied that all its artists were 

from southwest China. ·n1cy were, in fat:r, from 

various provinces, including Yunnan, (;uizhou, and 

Sichuan, which are all in southwest China, as well 

as Shandong and Jiangsu provinces and the city of 

Shanghai on the ease coast. Using "Southwest" in the 

name indkarcd rwo things. first, the major artists, 

such as Mao Xuhui, Zhang Xiao gang, Pan Dehai, and 

Ye Yongqing, were from the southwe.~r, where rhey 

initiated the first exhibition of the group. Second, the 

geographical association indicated various cultural 

and acsrhetic rrairs, such as simplicity, "primitivism," 

and a naive style. Like the artists of the Northern Art 

Group, chose of rhe Southwest Art Group held many 

meetings and wrote a number of articles in addition 

co creating their arrworks. 13 

In summary, rhe currenr of life arrisrs, especially 

chose in the Southwest Art Group, had two 

major concerns. "I hey shared a hasic philosophy 

with rationalist painting, bur also significantly 

distinguished themselves from rationalist painting. 

According ro che currcnr of life painring 

philosophy, :irt was not :in act of m:ireri:iliz:ition. 

I nscead, it was a channel for the soul of mankind. 

1l1erefore, rhere were no such things as art crireria 

or standard art forms, as all of this came from the 

currenr feelings of human beings. For insrance, 

Zhang Xaiogang believed that art was equal ro love 

and was made of all kinds of drea1m, whereas Pan 

Dchai was overwhelmed by a mammoth sense of rhe 

universe, believing in the idea ofa superhuman. Mao 

Xuhui loarhed beauty, praising truth inscead as rhe 

pri1rn1ry fi1rce, especL1lly 1he crnel inner reali1y of ,1 

cumulcuous soul. 11 

Fnr the arrisrs of rhe Snurhwcst An Grnup, arr, 

precisely speaking, was something rooted nor in an 

abstract human being, bur rather in a specific person. 

Their arr and lives were co be resolved as a whole, and 

thm art epitomized a grand sotil (dalinghun). 

Activism was foregrounded. Though this was 

a Ce:1111re nf ,1II 1he ,1v.1111-g;irde grn11ps of 1he '85 

Movement, the practice of the current of life artists 
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was parricubrly characreri1ed by activism, and action 

was rhe highest objective of their arr. In rhe preface 

to rhc brochure for the "Third Exhibition of New 

Specific Images" ("Xin juxiang disanjie zhan") of 

the Southwest Arr Group, rhe arrisrs wrote, "You 

will nor be able ro acr, if you are nor aware rhar rhe 

first priority of human life is acrion." 1
' Wirh rhis 

consciousness of activism, the artists devoted and 

even exhausted themselves in the quest to overcome 

any political barriers or economic difficulties. 

When posrmodcrnism reached irs peak in 

rhe Euro-American arr world, and idealism and 

modernism had been undermined by various 

deconsrrucrive methods, rhe Chinese arr world of the 

I 980s, notably rhe rationalist painting and current 

of life schools, moved in a rorally different direction. 

Although rhere was considerable disagreement 

between rationalist painting and rhe currenr of life 

tendency, as well as some conceprualisr groups, such 

as Xiamen Dada, the main purpose of the avant­

garde groups was ro question orthodox ideology.· I his 

questioning was nor meant in the way of destruction 

or deconstruction, as in the case of Mao's Red Guard. 

I nsread, there was a demand for rhe reconstruction 

of rhe culrural spirit in rhe 1980s, geared toward 

reform and modernity. '!he ''humanism" of rhe 

'85 Movement, therefore, drove rhe avanr-garde 

toward devotion co rediscovering human nacure 

without expressing a destructive atrirudc. Perhaps 

the Culrural Revolution destroyed coo much, 

and rhe post-Cultural Revolution generation had 

complained roo much. Ir therefore followed char rhis 

was a time co reconscrncc. All \X'escern influence, no 

matter whether modernist or postmodernist, could 

serve in chis project. 'lhus, the '85 ,'v1ovemcnt, in 

particular all rhe renwe11 groups, was an idcalisric, 

roral modernity project. ror chem, arr was nor 

merely material production, but rather a program 

for reesrablishing culrure following a period of grear 

destruction and trauma. 

Metaphor One: The Thinker and the Apple 

Rationalist painting ofren used the compositional 

model of a man chinking. 'l11e "thinkers" in the 

rationalist paintings were the artists themselves, 

without any concrete, individuali1ed facial features; 

Metaphysical Modernity 

rhey were universal figures representing rhe '85 

generation. At the beginning of rhe '85 .'vlovement, 

rhese ''thinker" subjects appeared quire often, 

sometimes along with images of apples, or with a 

book (or something like a paper text) or sometimes a 

cup of water on a cable. Srylisrically, rhey combined 

realism and surrealism. For a generation that 

read philosophy and contemplated abstract and 

metaphysical ideas, these images were essential 

metaphors. ·1 he apple was a metaphor of knowledge 

and enlightenment, while rhe book and rhe warer 

were metaphors for the resources of knowledge and 

thinking. 

"lhis typology first emerged vvirh the new 

academic generation. in particular io the Cencral 

Academy of Fine Arr in Beijing and the Zhejiang 

Academy of rine Arr in Hang-,hou, during rhe 

first half of 1985. Ir spread with the emergence 

of rationalist painting in the avanr-garde groups 

nationwide. 

In early 1985, a group of recent art school 

graduates executed several works on the theme of 

awakening from the Dark Ages. One example wa~ 

Zhang Qun and Meng Luding's 1n the New Em: 

Revelations ofAdam and Eve (sec figure 3.5), which 

,vas displayed in the 1985 International Youth Art 

Exhibition in Beijing, where ir sparked a conrroversy 

over its subject matter, as well as for ics depiction of 

nudity. '!he artists used che biblical scory of Adam 

and Eve casting the forbidden fruit as a metaphor for 

China's youth, who had already begun ro awaken. 

'lhe young woman holding an apple broke our of rhe 

pictme's frame, and the young man awaited a c:1ste of 

the apple. ]he palace door behind the nude figures, 

as well as the mountain with the Dunhuang Buddhist 

caves in rhe background, suggesred the opporruniries 

open ro rhe new generation. In an article entitled 

"Awakening in the New Era," rhe artists advocated a 

reevaluation of' the past, and of' reality, in the context 

of che "new era" of opening and reform .11
' Rather than 

retreating to the outdated countryside and caking the 

world of "the other" as a theme, as the rustic painters 

did, the arrisrs of the '85 Movemenr chose to directly 

comment on Chinese moderniry. 'lhe new generation 

positioned themselves co face society directly with a 

metaphor involving more self-consciousness, urban 

environments, and the metaphysical scare of their 
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Figure 5.4 

Li Guijun, Studio, 1985. 

own generation. ln Li Guijun's Studio, the painter 
nn the lefi seems 10 think rather rhan pain1, while 

the young painter on the right is reading a book and 

the young woman in d1e middle is listening. 1he 

atmosphere in the studio seems to have nothing to 

do with arr, rather philosophy, and the artists are 

concerned with meditation rather than painting. 
·11iere wa:, a histurical, religious, a11d cultural 

dislocation present in their approach. for instance, 

in ClirisLian iconography the apple is a symbol of 

original sin. ln l ')80s China, it was a symbol of 

enlightenment. Many artworks also used the c:ross, 

the symbol of Christ's sacrifice, co imply a new 

intellectual spirit. 1he painting was a space i11 whid1 

the birth of Christianity, Renaissance humanism, 

and current Chinese modernity were all conflated 

in an integrative, metaphorical composition. for the 
Chinese ava11L-garde, it was a hiswrical spac.:e, framed 

by "a particular time, a specific space and choice." 17 A 

number of artworks with similar themes were made 

at this time by new academic students. for example, 

a younger artist from Hunan province, Yuan Qingyi, 

created an oil painting, 1he Spring Is Coming 

(Chuntirm I.ail<'), in which a young man gazes back to 

his table on which an apple and a book are laid. We 

cannot see hi:, face; die back view of a thinker was 

very commonly used in paintings during this period. 

The anonymous, faceless angle served to make che 

figure a symbol for everyman, even when depicted 

with a typical realistic: technique. Alchough, in the 

176 Chapter 5 

painting, wc arc not able to sec his emotional state or 
re1d his f;1ci;1] expressions, wt' can imagine a pnsi1iw 

anirude by considering the pose. In this instance, 

lookin~ back is a specifically Chinese futurist vision, 

nor a backward gesture, because the book and the 

apple are metaphors for the future and the spring. 

ln his essay "1 and '1' and ... ," Yuan Qingyi 

explained this "self-portrait": "I first enter into 

abstract thought, and from there 1 find a quiet 

attiLUJe. lf the anist SLands in die position of the 

Dao, he can expand people's thoughts from tiny 

details into che entire universe." Thus, the spac:e 

of the canvas is not a place for living bur rather an 

unlimited spat·e for d10ugl1t. Yuan also believed there 

were things in common between traditional Daoisr 

philosophy and Sartre's existentialism. 18 

Hy comparing this work with a 1980 oil painting 

with a similar title, Spring HtH Corne (Chunfmgyijing 

suxing) by He Duoling, a scar painter, we may find the 
c:ruc:ial difference between these two narrar.ives abom 

the "coming spring." ln He Duoling's painting, a village 

girl sirs in a field facing che viewer with a sorrowful, 

emotional expression. Here coo the "spring" is a 

suggestion of the future, bur the girl is n:presentative 

of the passive, wounded Chinese people who need rhe 

revitali"Li11g spring LU rescue them from t.he Jorn1a11t 

past (and the current status quo). ln Yuan's painting, 

che younger man is a master; he is in charge of his face 

and thinking about, as well as being involved with, the 

generative energy of the coming spring. 
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figure 5.5 

Yuan Oin • !IVI, The Spring I C • s ommg, 1985. 

Figure 5.G 

He Duoling s • • prmgHasC ome, 1981 
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Geng Jianyi, an oil painting student from the 

Zhejiang Academy uf Fine Art who later became one 

of the leading figures of the Pool Society, gave one of 

hi~ paintings the title 7i.io People uru1'r ihe / ,11mplight. 
ln this work, a young man holding a newspaper and 

a young woman are seated facing thi: viewer, with 

a cup on rhc table; there arc no features ro indicate 

any expression of individual emotion, nor is there 

any gender differentiation, with the exception of the 

hair. They an: just modern young people without 

even any indication of their nationality. In this sense, 

they may be considered thinkers and universalisrs, 

typologically speaking. 
Some have tenJi:J LU Jdine this as a surrealist 

painting. lt has a realistic theme with a spontaneous 
composition in which rhe scene rakes place, although 

it is very unspecific about the location and time. 

Light seems also to be used as a metaphor (of 

enlightenment, or thought possibilities), rather than 

a realistically portrayed artificial light in an interior 

space. 1t is this stylistic approach with certain unreal 

demems that makes it difficulL Lu Jdinc: a~ either 

illusionistic or representational in style. 'lhis is a 

fundamental feature of rationalist painting. lr may 

come from the traditional aesthetic phrase, "the 

178 Chapter 5 

Figure 5.7 

Geng Jianyi, Two People under the 

Lemplight, 1985. 

approach is in between likeness and unlikeness" 

(rniao zrti si yu buJi zhijittn). 

Zuo Zhengyao, a rationalist painter from 

Hubei province, also presented the ''thi11l<er/apple" 

typological metaphor in his contemporaneous 

paiming LaoX-i, Zhu1tngx,i, mid Wife (Lt10X-i Zhur.t.ngX-i 

he qizi). In the painting, Laozi and Zhuangz.i, the 

ancient philosophical founders of Dao ism, are seared 

in a garden-like place along with a woman, who is 

holding an apple. They are all facing us, bur all ,war 

a similar expression. • I his is another story that took 
place i11 an Oriental Garden ofEde11. According tu the 

artist, the three different gestures of Laozi, Zhuangz.i, 
and du: wife present Jifferelll philosophies about 

the apple. Zhuangz.i says, "If the apple matures, it 
will fall down itself." Therefore he is waiting wirhom 

doing anything. Laozi says, "Let me have my plate 

and knife ready." Therefore he is holding rhem in his 

hand. Qizi (the wife), an Oriental version of Eve who 

is also a philosopher (as we can tell from the character 

zi in her name), says nothing, bur randomly picks 

an apple from Lhc: trc:e and eaLS it. Qi~i is a SLand-in 

for the young generation, whose attitude of activism 

defies any doctrine or rules. 19 
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Figure 5.8 

Zuo Zhengyao. Laozi, Zhua11gzi. and Wits. 1985. 
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Wang Guangyi, in his Frozen North Poft. series 

(1985), alw made use of chis ''thinker/apple" 

model. In one painring, two people, again with no 
gender indicated, are seated in from of a table with 

some small fruits (possibly apple) on it, while the 

background is the frozen North Pole. TI1e painter 

accempcs co freeze everything except spirirualicy, 

thinking, and medirarion. 

Figure 5.10 

Gu Wenda, Self-Portrait with a Window Behind, 1985. 

180 Chapter 5 

Figure 5.9 

Wang Guangyi, The frozen North Pole: 

No. 30, 1985. 

Gu Wenda, another leading figure in rationalist 

pain1ing, rmde St>f/Portrriit with fl Window np/Jind 

in 1985. Herc the artist's self-portrait is rendered 

in a repe1i1ive fnrm,11, se;11ed rigidly in ,l ges1ure of 

meditation while his hand holds an apple. 
Tnrcrestingly, mosr of rhc "rhinker/apple" 

paintings were made in 1985, without any evidence 

ro show an exchange of ideas, or indeed any 
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communication between the painters. In this kind 

of realist-Surreal isr pain ring, each arrisr represen red 

him or herself as thinker, philosopher, or cultural 

mediator. ']he spaces in which they stand, or more 

commonly sit, :ire very similar in the use of lighting 

sources such as lamps, windows, rhe sun, or in some 

cases a clock. '[he locations vary from an empty 

room to an open landscape, a purist garden, or 

even somewhere outside rhe human world, as in the 

heavenly scene depicted in Zhang Jianjun's Humm, 

Bei11gs t111CI Their Clock. 
']he ultimate purpose of these paintings is the 

glorification of rhe new man who grandly carries 

our rhe goals of a new, enrhusiascic humanism. Afccr 

rhe Frozen North Pole series of 1985, Wang Cuangyi 

created his Postclnssiml Series of 1987, in which he 

employed and modified religious or grand-manner 

themes from classical \"(/csrcrn paintings. In lhe 

Death ofMnmt, 1987, Wang abstracted the figure of 

Metaphysical Modernity 

Zhang Jianjun. Human Beings and Their Clock. 1985-1986. 

rhe marryred rrench revolutionary leader and thinker 

Jean-Paul Marat from Jacques-Louis David's iconic 

1793 painting. He doubled it in a symmetrically 

opposed composition painted in a murcd palette 

of grays. ·1 his rationalization of sacrifice as an 

instrument of a more perfect spirituality uses arr like 

religion ro depict a purified ideal Chinese spirit and 

a healthy, noble lifo. For Wang, the tragedy of Marat 

is an example of spiritual transcendence: "711 is series 

of paintings, called Postcfassicism, arc the best works 

of my 111:m1re period. ·1 heir significance and cul rural 
value is rhat rhey exhibit rhe idea rhar rhc aim and 

spirirual significance possessed by lifo is higher rhan 

lifo itself, upon which lie all the lofty qualities of 
n1an." ·n 

·1 he tragedy of Marat, for Wang, is also the 

glorification ofa noble spirit, a necessary qualification 

for entry into the period's "thought" culture. In the 

same essay, he poignantly asked, "What is a noble 
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spirit? It is a special conviction held by a man about 

his position in the universe, the only compelling force 

fur rhc revival of the whole culturc." 11 

Metaphor Two: "Frozen Land," "Primeval Land," and 

"Yellow Earth" 

1l1is .~ort of "thinker's" subjccriviry was taken co such 

extremes in the middle of the 1980s that human 

subjects hecame inadequate to it. Only the language 

of meraphor and medirative forms could represenr 

this extremely inflated subjectivity. 'lherefore, 

rationalist and current of life paincers sought the 

grand partners of the earth and the universe as foci 

for their elite meditations, and we can see everywhere 
in rheir writings such terms as "universe," "earrh," 

"nacurc," "crcrnicy," "solemnity," and "the sublime." 

On rhe rational level of rhe Dao, rhe narnral 

landscape and the human figure confront each other. 
·n1is makes us think of the world of ancient Chinese 

landscape painring, especially the great painters of 

the Northern Song, who worked in what scholars 

call the monumenral scyle. With the exception of Cu 
Wencb, Ren Ji;1n, ;1nci a few orher ink p;1inters who 

committed themselves co reconstructing a kind of 

new monumenral ink painting (whar l call universal 

currenr or yuzhouliu), most rationalist painrers rarely 

used traditional landscape rechniques:'1 

182 Chapter 5 

Figure 5.12 

Wang Guangyi, T/10 Doath of Marat 1987. 

The pursuit of rhis visual language led co 
two special characteristics. One is rhe complete 

elimination of rhe specificity of the individual (body, 

gender, emn1 inn, psychology). 1l1e n1 her is I lw 
strengthening and emphasizing of universal human 

characrerisrics, unril rhe human figure becomes 

robotically uniform. for example, in Cheng Xiaoyu's 

painting The Erm, even the most fleeting moments 

in human existence have been made abstract. Zhang 
Peili and Geng Jianyi painted what seem to be 

Figure 5.13 

Cheng Xiaoyu. The East. 1985. 
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aliens or extrarcrrcsrrials. T n the context of 1980s 

rationalise painting, nearly all human forms reside 

in abstract scenes and spaces char lack distinguishing 

characteristics. 

Characters are often inserted into "universal" 

scenes without any concrete backgrounds. 1he 

background is often empty, and rhe colors are often 

blue or otherwise cold, co hint at the presence of a 

higher-level reality. 11,e earth an<l sky hecome the 

background for che characters in these paintings. ·1 he 

earth, particularly high plarea11s, ofren gives a sense 

of life, and chis sense of life is bur a projection of rhe 

artist's ideals. 

Metaphysical Modernity 

Figure 5.14 

Geng Jianyi, Haircut No. 4-Fashion a11d Style 

in the Summer of 1985, 1985. 
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Works in chis caregory include Wang Cuangyi's 

Frozen North l'o/e series, Ken Jian's l'rimevai C11aos, 

Ding Fang's Yellow hitrth series, and Cu Wenda's as 

well as other ink painters' universal stream paintings. 

As discussed earlier, the Nonhem An Group, 

represenred by Shu Qun, Wang (~uangyi, and Ren 

Jian, used the frigid tcmpc:rarurcs of Mandrnria 

as both a background for their paintings and a 

projection of rheir spirits. They all lived in northern 

China, and they sought a theoretical foundation for 

rheir region's culture. Wang Cuangyi intended his 

1985 Frozen North Pole series to signify "a kind of 

beauty of sublime reason which contains [a] conscanr, 

hnrmonio11s foeling of humnniry," noting rhnr "here, 

both creator and the created arc moved by the 

Figure 5.15 

Wang Guangyi, Frozen North Pole, 1985. 
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armosphere of rhe sublime and by dignity, rarher rhan 

by common aesthetic and visual plcasurc."2> ln these 

painrings, orderly, idenrical figures face rhe furure and 

arc only seen from behind. The background resembles 

rhe frozen land and mountains of rhe Arctic. He 

wrote about this concept in one of his essays: 

T am very sensitive to the first signs of the ups and 
downs of a culture, for my lifr hcgan in the cold and 

pure land of the north. The tragic scene generated hy 
the solid image of the northern land, a pure spiritual 

land, made me spiritually feel the restlessness and 
horror of life in front of the hostile and cold nature. 
'lherefore, l instinctively transformed my restlessness 

and confusion to a surrealistic srate that transcended 
mysel( 
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If the crc;irivity of mankind can be deemed to be 
the m,rnifestation of an individu,11's re,iction ro the 

changes of the universe, the arr forms created by 

an individual\ freedom shall possess a perception 

of spiritual transcendence. Behind these form, b 

hidden the prototype oflifr\ temion, which is totally 

different from the aesthetic concept of "the pleasure 
of rcpresenration." This life tension develops along an 

upward, spiritual path, constitt1ting the whole chain 

of humanity's culture. ·1 he prophetic art forms created 

by some noble healthy persons can undoubtedly serve 
as examples of the development of:i culture ofhunun 

beings. 

My own art forms can. without any doubt, also serve 

as cxamplcs.1l1e solid, Polar Region in the north, one 

of my e,1rly arr forms, expresses .1 bright yet scrious 
rationality of life's expansion.~ 

·1 he land and earrh in Ren Jian's paintings are 

even more mysterious and monumental th:m in \Xiang 

Guangyi's work. Ren Jian devoted himself to exploring 

and presenting Eastern mysteries, and created abstract 

forms or images based on crad.itional Chinese concepts 

about the beginnings of the human world. A series 

of painrings dating from 1985 to 1987 gave form to 

his philosophical reconfiguration of the universe. He 

Metaphysical Modernity 

Ren Jian, Primeval Chaos (detail), 1986-1987. 

created various symbols and signs with references from 

the Book of Changes ( Yi ji11g), a Daoist text, making 

a thirry-meter-long painting in 1986-1987 in the 

form of a traditional ink-and-wash hand scroll. • l he 

painting, enrirled Pri111e111tl C1111os, used imaginary 

images ro de~cribe the origins of life in a primordial 

era.'' ·1 his primordial universe, however, has nothing 

to do with archaeological study, nor is it a mythical 

narrative in a visual form; rather it is a metaphor 

employed ro transcend the exisring aesthetic pleasure 

of the "representation of reality" (fo1(yi11g xiamhi). 

For Ren Jian, to imagine a primeval land through a 

peculiar, or specific, visual form is a systematic artcmpt 

co liquidate the clichc of realism and representational 

rheory. In this, rationalisr painting seems ro share 

something with Western modernism at the turn of the 

rwenrierh cenrury. ·1 he difference b rhar rhe Chinese 
style never goes to extremes, bur always stays in 

between pure abstraction and mimicry. 

Similar to Ren Jian were the Sh:111ghai painters 

Li Shan, Yu Youhan, Chen Zhen, Zhang Jianjun, 

and others. '!he difference is that rhe Shanghai 

painters portrayed the primeval land in a more 

symbolic form by visualizing Oriental philosophy 

about che beginning of rhe universe. Chen Zhen 
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Figure 5.17 

Chen Zhen, A Painting abour Mind Moving, 1984. 
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fi!)ure 5.18 

Li Shan, Expanding Series, No. 1, 1984. 

Figure 5.19 

Yu You hen, Circle Series, 1984. 
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Figure 5.20 

Gu Wenda, Mythos of Lost, 1985. 

was a painter who was extremely interested in both 

Chinese and Western philosophy and wanted co 

demonstrate his interpretation of the structure of the 

universe, including excracerrescrials. He used docs co 

combine qi or "energy" and divinarory symbols ro 

suggest certain motions in what he called rhe "scream 

of qi" (qiliuttt). Chen moved to Paris in 1986, and 

soon he gave up chis Oriental philosophical dream 

and shifted ro an interest in postmodernism and 

che issue of cultural idenciry.26 Li Shan was also 

interested in the Oriental mysteries and a certain 

pseu<lo-abscracc sryle. TI1e circles in Li Shan an<l Yu 
Youhan's paintings, however, have nothing to do with 

modernise geometry, though the philosophical code 
reminds us of modernism. "lhc soft, reserved round 

shapes, and the ink paintings of lines and docs, all 

suggest an Oriental spontaneity and a him of human 

life and che body. 

These Shanghai painters all sought to use the 

mysterious universe of ancient Eastern philosophy 
ro rid culture of the previous philistine tendency 

of socialist representation. Consequently, abstract 

symbols thoroughly obscured human forms in their 

works, as the human form-most notably char of 

188 Chapter 5 

Mao-had been the basis for all propagandistic 

representation in che past. Physical landscapes were 

ultimately aimed at presenting metaphysical ends, 

replete with the internal realities of these Chinese 

new "humanise" ch inkers. 

In rhe middle of che 1980s, otherworldly scenes 

also became important material for avant-garde ink­

and-wash paincing. This tendency made a departure 

from both traditional landscape painting and the 

revolutionary representational landscape. A number 

of painters were involved in the ink movement. ln 

Zhejiang province, Gu Wenda became che primary 
representative of an avant-gmde ink-and-wash 

painting movement called scholarly painting (xuezhe 
huihua), which addressed painting as a scholarly 

scudy. 1he painring's subject marrer commonly 
involved characters, land, and a hint of the human 

body, joined together in a harmonious composition 

suggesting an otherworldly or surreal place. Bue 

Cu's form of otherworldly landscape was rather a 
representation of the human spirit (see chapter 7); 

here the land serves Ii, or principle, and idea. He 

believed rhar rhe painrings of rhe Northern Song 

Dynasty were the most valuable, virile, and sublime. 27 
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Ding Fang, Drawing of a Landscape, 1984. 
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Figure 5.22 

Ding Fang, The Summons and Birth, 1988. 
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On rhe ocher hand, he rhoughr rhe literati painting 

sryle, which followed rhe Northern Song, was weak 

and powerless. ll1is criticism of the literati painting 

of rhe Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties can be traced 

back ro the early rwcnricrh century, when Chinese 

reformers like Kang Youwei and Liang Qich:w 

launched rhc arr movement called rhe "revolution in 
arc." 1

~ 

Ding Fang was another important rationalist 

painter of the I 980s. lf we say that the earthly and 

otherworldly landscapes discussed above were similar 

inasmuch as they explored purely spiritual questions, 

Ding fang\ landscapes were more concrete, showing 

rhe soul and Aesh of a nation, as well as a porrrair 

of the identity of Chinese intcllccruals in the 1980s. 

Ding rang was born in Wugong, Shaanxi province, 

in norrhwestern China, in 1956. He and seven 

other artists, including Yang Zhilin, a teacher and 

his colleague at Nanjing Normal University, Xu Lei, 

Shen Qin, Zhai Xiaogang, Guan Cc, Cao Xiaodong, 

and Xu Yihui, decided co organi7e a new group 

named the Red Journey. 2
'
1 

Ding Fang's first artistic endeavors rook place 

benvcen 1982 and 1985, when he worked with rustic 

realist painting. l lis rustic painting, however, did not 

exoricize the lives of ordinary people. Instead, Ding 

sought to explore rhe rational srrucrure of narure 

through images of the constant stillness of the land 

and depictions of the cycle of human life. In these 

paintings the land seems covered not by soil, but 

rather by sol id metal. 

In I 985, Ding rang abandoned rustic themes. 

I le returned to the Yellow Plateau in his home 

province, and while there he shifted his attention 

away from capturing the essence of the land and 

the lives of the people who live on it. Instead, Ding 

sought a symbolic mode of expression that would 

strengthen national culture. His representative works 

of this m1ge are the paintings entitled the Crw!e 
Series (1985). They depict the land of the Yellow 

Plateau turned to ruined castles and combined with 

parrs of the Great Wall and villages. Ding rang 

describes his pursuits of this period by saying, "I 

have been looking for a spirit hidden in rhe northern 

world." Elsewhere he said, "What I am striving for 

is an unsophisticated, realistic style which aims to 

express the spirit of the north by a simple and solid 

Metaphysical Modernity 

arrisric language. 'lhese realisr techniques are forceful 

even if regarded as outdated. But I still insist that 

the silent greatness inherent in rhe northern lands 

is rhe foundation for this art co enter into che fucure 

culrurc of mankind.".\<> In these works, Ding created 

monumental compositions by combining inrricare 

brushsrrokes with a giant landscape. 

·1 his leads us to think of the twelfth-century 

art historian Mi Fu's (1052-1107) appraisal of the 

tenrh-cenrury painter fon Kuan. Commenting on 

Fan's brushsrrokes, Mi said Fan "used a great deal of 

ink and did not distinguish between rocks and earth 

[tushi b11fen]. No one in the present dynasty surpassed 

him. His mountain streams spring from rhe depths 

of nowhere; his waters seem ro have a voice of their 

own." 11 ·1 he surface of rhe earch in Din g's pain rings is 

rhe skin of the national soul, like that of rhe German 

artist Anselm Kiefer, who has committed himself 

ro painting rhe national soul of rhe former \Xlesr 

Germany. Like Wang Guangyi's, Ding Fang's new 

works of 1987 and 1988 had an extremely romantic 

tendency. He used bright colors and exaggerated 

emotions to emphasize a quasi-religious approach. 

'I he titles of works in this series include: '/he Summons 
a11d Birth. i'<lill and Sacrifice, 1he E11lighte111nmt of 
the Original Spirit ( Y11a11chunng ji11gshm de qishi), 
Se/f'framcendence, and '/he Pol(Jer of 'frngedy. In ·1he 
Summo11s and Birr/;, the artist transformed the land 

and city that he had drawn before into a godlike face 

that shines on and summons humans. The dominant 

color is gold, symbolizing divine light.'~ 

Metaphor Three: Wild Earth and Minority Body as Eternal 

ll1c current of life artists from western China sought 

a different way to represent the grandeur of human 

life by employing a metaphor of rheir individual 

experiences of nature, land, and native people, rather 

than arrernpting to transcend realiry as rhe rationalist 
painters had. ll1erefore, the metaphorical language of 

"land" for the artists of the current of life movement 

was nor rhe Northern Arr Group's "frozen land," 

the Shanghai painters' primeval symbols, nor Ding 

Fang's "yellow earth," bur rather the virginal "wild 

soil" (retu) of southwest China. Wild in this case 

meant original, simple, and uncivilized. Although 

rhe frozen land is also original and simple, it was 
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civilized in rhe meraphorical sense as inrerprered 

by rhe rarionalisr painrers. "lhis is parrially because 

of the geographical location of Yunnan province in 

the southwest, where minorities still liYe in the old 

agricultural lifestyle. 

One may define rhis approach as anorher form 

of rusric arr. 1 n facr, rhere was a connection berween 

the Southwest Art Group and rustic painting. first, 

Zhang Xiaogang and Ye Yongqing, two of the major 

members of the group, were rhe classmates of Luo 

1/.hongli, Cheng Conglin, and He Duoling, who 

were the leading scar and rustic artists of the late 

1970s and early 1980s. In fact, Zhang Xiaogang was 

invoh·ed in rustic painting in the later l 970s, but 

his painting did nor gee as much attention as that 

of his classmares from rhe Sichuan Academy of fine 

Arr. Ir was very narural for Zhang and Yero carry on 

with a similar rustic mentality in the practice of the 

Southwest Art Group. Second, Zhang, Ye, and Mao 

Xuhui were all born in Kunming, Yunnan province; 

they shared a similar regional interest in portraying 

their own land and people. 

1l1e rustic interest of the Southwest Art Group in 

the middle of the 1980s, however, was quite different 

from that of the rustic painting initiated in Siclrnan 

in rhe lare I 970s. ·1 he larrer used rhe rusric life as 

a ''rrue life" ro commerir on rhe previous polirical 

life and to address humanism. departing from Mao's 

political and class struggle. 'lhe former, however, 

attempted to infuse their "neo-rusticism" with a 

much wilder and abstract appearance in order to 

perform a metaphorical and philosophical meditation 

on what it means to be human. "!his quality, above 

all, distinguished the approach of the Southwest 

Art Group from that of the rationalist painters. 

hrrrhermore, the former respected and believed in 

concrete individual experiences and intuition, at 

the expense of rational thought. ·1 his by no means 

suggests that the current of life and rationalist 

painting had no common philosophical interests. 

On the contrary, both proclaimed rhe possibility 

of transcending individual and phenomenological 

life, and both pursued a grand soul (t!alinghm,). 
·1herefore, both made a clear departure from the 

political life of the post-Cultural Revolution period, 

and both employed their land as a metaphor in the 

philosophy of total cultural modernity. 

192 

"(his approach involved a kind of meditation, the 

meditation that dug deep into individual souls rather 

than observing irrelevant social phenomena. In the 

mid-1980s, Mao Xuhui's art began with an extremely 

wild and concrete personal focus. He worked ar a 

score, producing marketing advertisement boards, 

and read novels by Franz Kafka. He was bored with 

life, his spirits remaining low even when he got back 

to his living quarters. ·1 here, he would stand by his 

window watching the road lamps and pedestrians. 

If this could nor disperse his loneliness, he would 

depict his ennui on canvas. painting restlessness, 

love, dilapidated life, and the feeling of falling. He 

became extremely interested in pure instinct. In 

about 1985 he wrote, "When l put into the magic 

bucker of arristic form rhe things in life chat disturb 

people, that are irrational, that are disorderly, 

chat have a strong presence even though they are 

indefinable, chen I feel delight ... driven by primitive 

impulse and desire, I have co break out of my inner 

world by blowing off my head, my soul, and all my 

secrets with a co1npletdy vented open mind. After 

harshly bearing all the monsters on a gallows, I then 

cheerfully leave." 11 

ln this period, Mao Xuhui painted the G11isha11 
Series (Guisha11 xi!ie). Guishan is an area where many 

minorities have lived since prehistoric times. Sheep, 

land, trees, and minority people were the major images 

in his compositions. Often, the people hold tree 

branches or other agricultural symbols in their hands. 

In Guishnn Series: Encounter 011 Red Soil, a couple gaze 

at each other in silence. '(he tree branch the man offers 

the woman is a symbol of the love that comes from the 

land and is at the root of all human being:.. 

Like Mao and Pan Dehai, Zhang Xiaogang 

resorted to drink as a result of his disappointment 

with life. "Jhis inAuenced his art: the major themes 

of his work during the mid-1980s were focused on 

dcarh and dreams. His drinking sprees evcnrually 
led co stomach troubles thac caused him to be 

hospitalized. At the hospital, he was confined to a 

white bed in a white room and had co take white 

tablets every day. During that period, he produced 

a series of disquieting sketches. "lhe images were 

no longer of grasslands, but rather of monster after 

monster, interspersed with falling bedsheets chased 

by menaced souls. At rhat time he wrote, "Mankind's 
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Figure 5.23 

Mao Xuhui, GuishBn Series: Encounter on Red Soil, 1985. 
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love has been divided inro two pares. ·1he first half 

enjoy their colorful daily life, while the ocher half 

move coward death driven by a self-propelling 

force." 14 for Zhang, dreams-especially the 

nightmares he experienced in the hospital-were the 

moments in which he experienced enlightenment, 

mentally floating between death and life.35 

Zhang Xiaogang, like Mao Xuhui, abandoned the 

tendency coward self-indulgenr expression in order co 

focus on reality. I le attacked the human distortions chat 

society caused by glorifying the pastoral, simple life. ln 

Eternal Life, painted in 1988, a ceremonial image of 

minority people surrounded by animals and wigwams 

depicrs n cclcbrnrion of "wildness." This rirnnlisric, 

ageless life bccan1e the major theme of Zhang's 

paintings during the late I 980s. A similar ceremony 

was caprured in another paincing, Yin Yang L)cle, 
which portrayed a couple who share the same lower 

extremity kneeling in prayer. This is reminiscent of the 

ancient god and goddess, Pu Xi and Nu Wa, whose 

joined lower body was that of a snake. "!he painting 

.~ymbolizes the noble puriry of rnsric life, which rhe 

artist, considering himself a modern man, identified as 

rhe rrue and original human consciousness. 

Figure 5.24 

Zheng Xieogeng, Eternal Life, 1988. 
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1his kind of imagery, often based on experiences 

in Tibet, lnner Mongolia, or other remote areas, 

appeared frequendy in rhe 1980s. For insrance, 

Su Xinping, a painter from Inner Mongolia and a 

young reacher at rhe Central Academy of Fine Art 

in late 1980s, frequently painted Mongolian people 

sleeping, drinking, and walking under a magic 

shadow, which was a metaphor for the psychological 

impact of modernity in general. Some of these 

works undoubtedly implied a conH.ict between the 

idealized "primitive life" and modern civilization. 

This conH.ict was basic to the psychology of the 

anises, and is parcicularly acute in contemporary 

urban China. On the one hnnd, the artisrs wished ro 

oppose modern society for its suppression of human 

nature, thus their praise for the pure and simple life; 

on the ocher hand, they believed rhe people who 

lived this "primitive life'' in remote areas lacked 

rhe ability co change modern society. The praise of 

"primitivism," pastoralism, and naturalism in the 

works of rhe arrists of the Sourhwesr Arr Croup, 

callecl nature consc:iousness (ziran yishi), was nor iln 

exotic or irrelevant subject matter to them bur rather 
a supplcmenr ro urban morlcrnizarion . .16 
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Figure 5.25 

Zhang Xiaogang, Yin Ya11g Cycle, 1988. 
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Su x· • mpmg, Wait, 1989. 
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By 1988, a ''socio-capicalist" society had begun ro 

develop in China, and inrellecruals were becoming 

farigued from dreaming of an ideal furure. "lhe artists 

of rhe ::--.lorthern Arr Group, such as Shu Qun and 

Ren Jian, abandoned their earlier idealism. Like 

many of their fellow arrisr-intcllccruals, they moved 

away from grand rhemcs ro underrake specific 

analyses of the social environn1ent. By 1988, Wang 

Guangyi shifred his attention away from idealism 

and grand themes as well, to initiate a more specific 

investigation of reality. • l he earliest hint of this shift 

is seen in his 1987 Rt'd Rmso11 and Black Rmso11 
seri1.:s, in which red-and-black grids imply a pop­

rypc approach, or cue-and-paste mcrhod, instead of 

a represenrational and utopian approach. J le scarred 

ro criticize "the modern myth" (xiand11i shmlma), 

which may refer both ro Mao's revolurionary period 

;111d ro che lacer :wanr-garde iconoclastic utopias. In 

stark contrast to his earlier humanist rendencies, he 

proclaimed chat we had to "liquidate the enthusiasm 

of humanism" (qingli rmwm reqi11g) and that art 

was created only to achieve stardom in media sociery 

and the market. 10 He called art a strategy (J•ouxi), 

and Andy Warhol's pop, as well as the hypercritical 

pop of the Brirish circle around Richard Hamilron, 

became his models. 

Wang created a series of porrrairs of Mao 

Zedong; in february 1989, just four months before 

the Tian'anmen incidenr, he caused a sensarion by 

exhibiting Mao Zedong No. I in the "China/Avanc­

G:irde" exhibition (sec figure 4.12). In this work, a 

grid was superimposed on an official porrr:iir of Mao: 

rhc revolutionary leader and the uropia he sroo<l for 

were imprisoned within the measurable confines of 

an :inalycic frame. \Xlang's technique harks back to 

the large-scale propagandist technique of employing 

a grid ro enlarge and transfer a small-scale mock-up 

ro a monumentally large portrait or propagandistic 

mural. "Jhis work might have been created with 
a critical intent rather than an overt commercial 

goal. Generally speaking, before the Tian'anrnen 

democracy demonstrations of 1989. the avanr­

gardists of the '85 Movement had not yet become 

involved in the commercial marketing of arc due ro 

the lack of international outlets and institutional 

attention. 

Metaphysical Modernity 

In his Absolute Pri11ciple of 1985, Shu Qun 

made use of the cross, the Christian symbol for 

representing a new order and idealism. In the late 

1980s, however, he turned away from this vision and 

created a different version of Absolute Principle. In 

this version, he added three additional panels to the 

original painting, so that the Christian iconography 

and the grid progressively vanish. ·1 his series was 

displayed in 1989 in the "China/ Avant-Garde" 

exhibition. "]he fadeout mirrors the demise of the 

inrellccruals' idealism abour the rocal moderniry 

project. 

Meanwhile, Zhang Peili and Geng Jianyi also 

shifted their attention from rationalist painting ro 

conceptual arr. In 1988, the transitional nature of 

deconsrrucrivisr rheory began ro permcare the arrisric 

milieu's menralicy. 'I his shift occurred an entire year 

before the ''China/ Avant-Garde" exhibition and the 

events of June 4. 1l1e consequent loss of idealism 

and disillusionment occurred significantly before the 

June 4 incident. It was in the early 1990s, though, 

that this mentality reached its apex and political pop 

and cynical realism became a major rrend. 'H I will 

discuss this avant-garde transition issue in chapter 7. 
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6 

Chan Meets Dada 

Merging Destruction and Tradition in the Avant-Garde Mentality 

Guannian Gengxin: Revolution in Ideas 

'(he Chinese term gum111i1111 means "idea." Around 

late 1984 and early 1985, gu11n11i1111 gmgxi11 

became the most popular notion among the avam­

gardists and the younger generation. lt even had 

an impact on the circle of middle-aged academic 

artists. Cuannian gmgxin literally means to have a 

"revolution in ideas." After the Open Door policy 

and new painting trends emerged in the prior several 

years, the change of ideas became a fundamental 

issue in the developmem of Chinese contemporary 

arr, as opposed to the mere substitution of themes or 

style. But what is gu111111ir111 in the particular Chinese 

context? It first refers to a desire for further cultural 

exchange between China and the West. \Xfith a strong 

voice advocating greater openness and freedom in the 

creation of arr, it became a common point of view in 

the literary and an worlds during the middle of the 

l 980s. 1 It emailed a pursuit of revolutionary ideas in 

the creation of an, rather than emphasizing material 

production. In this context, "ideas" are nor concepts 

in the sense of Western conceptual art; rather it is 

concerned with promoting :in :ivant-garde culwral 

revolution, often highly critical, in art. 

Apart from the influemial trend of a specifically 

Chinese form of humanism (renwm), discussed in the 

previous chapter, this a vane-garde of ideas became the 

most radical art propagated by the '85 Movement. It 

first emerged in the middle of the 1980s, in randem 

with the renwen tendencies of the '85 Movement. 

In my historic essay defining the '85 Movement, I 

divided the avam-garde groups into three elements. 

'Jhe first two were the previously discussed rationalist 

painting and current of life tendencies, which 

passionately engaged in "emhusiastic humanism" 

(remven jingshen). '!he third element manifested as 

what 1 called a "revolution of ideas imbued with 

activism" ('!;1ttll111ian gengxi11 )'" xingwei zlmyi). 2 

'lhe phenomenon of a revolution in ideas in the 

'85 Movement was inspired by Western contemporary 

art, including conceptual art, the name given to a 

North American and British art movement of the 

l 960s and l 970s. However, as usual in the Chinese 

context, the purpose and the revolutionary logic arc 

different from the Euro-American if one examines 

the comparative situations with any specificity. 

·1 he term "conceptual arr" was translated 

inro Chinese in two ways in the 1980s: "idea arr'' 

('1;11f111nia11 yishu) and "concept art" (gainian J•ishu). 
Cummian carries with it a much broader set of 

connotations than g11i11i11n. 'lhe former refers to the 

general meaning of mind-based or thought-based 

practice in a particular comexr, while rhe latter has 

a narrower definition of a specific notion. Chinese 

conceptual art is more accurately denned as idea art 

(gummian yishu), because the artists working in this 

vein were committed to examining broad cultural 

and social issues, rather than focusing on the internal 

concerns of art itself~ as was the case in the first phase 

of Western conceptual an practiced during the late 

1960s. For instance, the Art and Language group 

attempted to probe the relationship between words, 

objccrs, and images while swdying rhc significarion 

theories of hench theorists such as Saussure, or later 

of Wittgenstein. In Chinese arr, there has never 

been a theory that attempts to divide words from 

images, or study them separately. Due to the integral 

nature of calligraphic history, and the essential 

allegorical, metaphorical, and poetic coupling of 

words and images in the history of Chinese an, 

there is no Western historical relationship that can 
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accommodare rhis equivalency. ln some Chinese 

idea arr, such as rhar of Xu Bing, Gu Wenda, or \X/u 

Shanzhuan, images and words arc resolved into one 

holistic concept. '!his is partially because the Chinese 

language is itself based on pictographic images, with 

no scpararion hcrwecn word and image. I will discuss 

chis issue in rhe next chaprer. 

Ir is also important ro note rhat, unlike its 

Western counrerparr, idea arr in China did nor 

develop from a logical or historical progression of 

aesthetic avant-gardism. :--lever has there existed in 

China a sphere of aesthetic auconomy as described 

by Perer Bi.irger and other Western theorises of the 

avant-garde. 1l1e European and North American 

conceptual art of che lace 1960s and early 1970s was, 

in chis respect, a new movement chat furthered rhe 

modernise project by questioning rhe role of arr as 

an instrument of representation while challenging 

che insricutional apparacus, ulrimarely leading co 

what some postmodern theorises would call the 

demacerialincion of arc in che 1980s. What was 

essential co rhe Euro-North American experience, 

and pcrfecrly epitomized by rhe seance of Marcel 

Duchamp, was the critical examination of art 

insriwcions and che complicated quest for autonomy 

inherent in rhe Wesrern avanr-garde rradition.' As 
rhe father of Wesrern conceprual arr, "Duchamp did 

not hail 'Anti-An' like the Berlin Dadaists, bur rather 

a subrly complex form of 'Non-arr."'' ;\lonecheless, 

the conceptual arc char emerged in rhe lacer 1960s in 

North America and Britain seemed co continue the 

search for aesthetic autonomy in a foiled avant-garde 

tradition. Nun-arr srill respects rhe line of arr hisrury; 

anri-arr (in the sense of inclusion and synthesis, 

rather than exclusion and split), however, to which 

I rather refer the Chinese avant-garde, attempts to 

modif), rhe relarionship berween arr and rhe roral 

social and cultural system in which it exists. 

In positioning itself as an anti-art project, the 

'85 Movement, and especially idea art, adopted the 

same foundation as Mao's Red Guard art during 

rhe Cultural Revolution. On rhe orher hand, rhe 

revolution in ideas also continued the coral moderniry 

project from the early twentieth century's revolution 

in art, as discussed in chapter 1. The difference 

between Mao's anti-art and the earlier intended 

revolution in arr was that rhe former was populist, 

whereas rhe larrer was srill based on an inrcllecrual, 

or elite, model. 

"lhe anri-art methodology of Chinese idea art, 

therefore, was not a logical, conceptual development 

of arr from within, but a response co the external forces 

of both the social and rhe artistic environment. In rhc 

1980s, Chinese idea art played a role similar co that 

of Dada; that is ro say, it was a vehicle for challenging 

social and aesthetic conventions. The anti-art project 

of the l 980s was initiated by I luang Yongping in 

conjunction wirh rhe Xiamen Dada group, and 

further developed by Gu Wenda, Wu Shanzhuan, 

and Xu Bing, among ochers. 'lhis group of artisrs 

of the 1980s also embraced traditional philosophy, 

in partirnlar Chan Buddhism, which encourages an 

ironic sensibiliry and a refusal ro privilege any one 

doctrine over another in the search fur truth. 'lhe third 

arsenal of inAuences for Chinese idea art's arrack on 

the sraws quo was Mao's revolurionary an. especially 

its nihilistic and destructive philosophy, which one 

may be :ible to find in aspects of the work of Huang 

Yungping, Xu Bing, Cu Wenda, and a number of 

others. In the approach chey pioneered, the Chinese 

language and its characters became the major sources 

of Chinese idea arr. 

Unlike rhe idea arrisrs of rhe 1980s, who 

committed themselves to a philosophical elaboration 

of Chan principles in art. the arrists of the 1990s 

had little interest in philosophical and linguistic 

elaborations of an anti-arr project. T nstead, they 

freely selected and transformed quorid ian objects 

in their surroundings. ·1 hey continued the anti-art 

tradition of the 1980s, making some urn marketable 

(and impossible-to-display) works of art in their 

apartments, or on the streets, in response to both 

the harsh political environment and ever more 

widespread consumerism. 'lhe anti-art sentiment 

of the early 1990s was even more extreme chan char 

of earlier times, marked as it was by the dramacic 

dcmaterialization and deinstirntionalization of the 

projects. 'lhc artists began to share, however, some 

common interests and targets with their Western 

counrerparrs, due ro rhe rising prominence of rhe 

transnational arc marker forces of the l 990s. 

'this anti-arr project could also be seen as a 

critique of Chinese idea art that both comments on 

and encourages a closer investigation of the moral 
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condicion of rhe avant-garde itself. In rhe 1980s, 

rhe idea arrisrs were critical of rhe romanticism and 

utopianism of rheir avanr-garde colleagues, like chose 

involved in rhe new Chinese humanism (renwen), 

such as rhe rationalise and current of life painters. 

·1 he difference between renwe11 andg11m111i1m was 

char while rhe renwen arrisrs advoc:ued ideas when 

making artworks, the idea in their specific humanist 

practice was materialized. From a methodological 

perspective, "ideas" for che renwen artists were more 

or less equivalent ro rhemes; although renweu artists 

proclaimed char their arr wenr beyond arr, rheir arr 

fundamencally existed as a reAection of rhoughr. In 

ocher words, renwen artworks contained materialized 

ideas based in moral or philosophical tendencies. 

·1 he g11a1111ian arrisrs of rhe '85 Movement, on 

rhe orher hand, were concerned wirh rhe function 

of arr. and sought ro answer dehning questions 

such as: What is arr? What is contemporary arc 

in rhe changing context from modernism co 

posrmodernism? Whar is rhe relationship between 

social life and arr-making? What is rhe relationship 

bet\veen rhe writing of arr history, artworks, and rhe 

social system? ln ocher words, the Chinese idea art 

project during the 1980s (as well as 1990s) was about 

social power and discourses related co arr. 

·1he renwen painters strove ro replace Mao's 

previous representational art, including its byproducts 

(e.g .. scar and rustic painting). 'lhis replacement and 

criticism did noc engage che methodological aspects 

of arr bur rather irs moral aspecrs. ·1 he g11r11111ian 

anises, however, wanred co completely undermine 

any kind of representation, including rhar of che 

previous renwe11 arc. 

"lherefore, che Chinese idea artists of the 

1980s positioned themselves as invesrigarors of the 

corruption of rheir avant-garde colleagues; and yet 

again, as the social critics of Chinese modernity. 

llie aparrmcnc anises of chc early 1990s, and chc 
artists of Chinese maximalism which peaked in 

the mid-1990s, engaged in a project of a different 

kind of dematerialization, which can be dehned as 

materialization involved in daily experience, using 

inexpensive materials, proposals on paper, and 

repetitious, rime-consuming labor co make their 

small-scale installations in various private spaces. 

Artworks of chis kind served co distance the artists 

Chan Meets Dada 

from material desires and the social corruption chat 

affected the avant-garde circles of the l 990s. 

1l1e revolution in ideas exemplified by Chinese 

g11am1ian arc had several demonscracivc features. One 

was che blurring of boundaries between social life and 

arc within a Chinese context. Recall char inccllcccual 

life was one of the most important driving forces of 

Chinese social reform during the 1980s, as discussed 

in chapter 3. Boch Chan tradition and Mao's legacy 

existed as referenrial models for chis revolution in 

ideas. 'I he exploration of the division between arr and 

life is one of the most important legacies of Western 

conceptual art since Duchamp. Chinese avant-garde 

artists of this period disdained only presenting rhe 

notion, and consequent macerializacion, of che 

idea inro arrwork. lnsread, rhey arren1pred ro rum 

ideas or concepts into holistic entities through their 

enthusiastic activism. In many ways, they succeeded 

and were able to make arc a social event of daily life. 

·1 he second important feature of Chinese 

g11a1111ian art was the search for con tcxrualization, 

which resulted in a rejection of arbitrary readings of 

the work of arc while critically assessing rhe power of 

authorship embedded in the cult of the artist. Within 

chis context, Chinese conceprual au-r approached 

anti-conceptual arr through an examination of 

the individual's experience, involving a kind of 

medirarion. Ulrimacely, it was nor the concept of 

arc buc che process of making che arc char defined 

chis conceptual cum. One may follow chis line of 

development from Xu Bing's word works, such as A 

Book from the Sky and Chom J>o1111tli11g tht' Wall, to 

chc forms chat we call maximal ism. 

hnally, it is very important to note that the 

Chinese idea arc project represented a paradoxical 

negotiation between a perceptual aesrheric and irs 

complete destruction. Again, unlike most of their 

Western counterparts, Chinese avant-garde artists 

never attempted to relinquish or diminish the pm-ver 

of che visual. On the contrary. the Chinese deployed 

visual power ro enhance the conceptual meaning of 

their works. '[he best example of chis sort is Xu Bing's 

Book ji-om the Sk)' of 1986-1987 (sec chapter 7 for a 

full discussion). "I his attempt at balance between che 

visual and the conceptual was characteristic of all chc 

gummian artworks, and ir had its roots in traditional 

Chines<:: a<::sth<::tic th<::ory, which discouraged extremes 
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of any type in arr practice. ·1 his negotiation had rwo 

functions. One was co go beyond the rradirional idea 

ofarr represenrarion and reach rhe realm ofa coralizing 

cultural sphere. Second. the negotiation between 

the visual and the conceptual is the foundation of 

Chinese language, which played an imporrant role in 

shaping ideological orthodoxy throughout Chinese 

history. Needless to say, traditional calligraphy and 

script became one of the major weapons for the 

g1111nnir1n. By employing the Chinese language, the 

gur111nir111 project involved both a reconstruction and 

a simultaneous deconstruction of Chinese heritage, as 

it established. a critical contemporary transformative 

methodology and denuded calligraphy of its didactic 

institutional function. 

In chis chapter. I \viii discuss the gur11111ir1n 

projects from 1985 co 1989 that established a 

foundation for the next generation to follow. Tn 

rhe following chapters, I will 1110\'e co the gur11111ir111 

projects in alrernative spaces, including the aparrmenr 

:m (go11gy11 yislm) and maximalism (jiduo zhuyi) of 

rhe 1990s. 

·1he gur1n11ir1n projecr of the 1980s consisted of 

three different aspects: (l) a Chan-Dada-oriented 

direction, which was mainly practiced by che Xiamcn 

Dada group led by Huang Yongping; (2) the practice 

of language arr, adopred by Wu Shanzhuan, Xu 

Bing, and Cu Wenda; and (3) rhe activities char 

attempted to cross the boundary between art and 

daily life. 'lhc lase approach was spread mostly in 

rhe 1990s, in maximalism and aparcmenr arr. Many 

artists and groups of the 1980s were involved with 

various visual languages. For instance, considcr 

the tactile art (ch11j11e yislm, discussed in chapter 7) 

created by Wang Luyan, Chen Shaoping, and Cu 

Dexin in Heijing; some :irt projects generated by 

the Pool Society in Hang1,hou and the M Group in 

Shanghai; and some pop arr and performance art by 

the groups from Fujian, Shanxi, Guangzhou, Hubci, 
and I funan provinces. No matter how different the 

projects were, the main purpose of g11r11111ir111 art from 

rhis period was ro make a revolutionary break from 

the old concepts of arc. 1l1ey sought not only to go 

beyond the long-dominant forms of socialist realism, 

but also to break with all the new trends in art that 

had emerged after rhe Cul rural Revolution, including 

the humanism (rmwm) of the '85 Movement. 

202 

for example, in 1986 Huang Yongping published 

an article entitled "Xiamen Dada-A Kind of 

Postmodern ism," in which he dircccly challenged chc 

"lofty spirituality" and "rational ism" of the :---Jorthern 

Arr Croup.' Artists such as Xu Bing and Wu 

Shanzhuan carried out the greatest subveu-sive attacks 

on utopian tendencies. ·the revolution of ideas in the 

'85 Movement cvolvcd into an anti-an projcct that 

emerged from the philosophical level. Herc, anti-an 

meant rebelling against old arr, rhc hypocrisy of arr, 

:ind tot:ilitarian and institutional art. 

Anti-Art 

f luang Yongping can be considered the pioneer of 

Chinese idea :irt, when viewed in terms of :ilmost 

every characrerisric of Chinese g11r11111ir111 arr discussed 

above.<' Born in 1954, Huang Yongping graduated 

from the Department of Oil Painting at the Zheji:ing 

Academy of hne Art in I langzhou in 1982. I fc then 

worked for seven years as a secondary school reacher, 

after which he left China for rrance. 

·1 he key tenets of l luang's philosophy are: ( l) 

art is not significant in and of itself~ at least insofar 

as it expresses a person's individuality; (2) it is 

only when something can bring abour change in 

specific conrexrs rhar rhis thing can be called arr; (3) 

moreover, one must completely demolish the notion 

of arr and destroy any doctrine or sysrcm char has 

prescribed goals for art. Huang's anti-art project 

soughr ro demolish not only rhe m:icerial form, 

function, and system of art, but also the game of arr 

irsdf. Ir is important to note that although his anti­

art project was inAuenced by Dadaism, its theoretical 

basis was in traditional philosophy, in particular the 

theory of nothingness or w11. 

Alchough Huang rarely commented on 

contemporary Chinese arc before he left for Pari~, 

almost every step of his strategy was targeted at a 
fashionable contemporary trend in art. In 1983, he 

devoted himself to a project with the eventual goal 

of eliminaring self-expression from rhe arr-making 

process. Huang was working in opposition to 

aestheticism, which was fashionable among academic 

painters in China in the late l 970s and early l 980s 

who valued self-expression and individual style." 

Like Duchamp. Huang asserted thar industrial mass 
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production was far more truthful and powerful than 

any subjective arr wirh a unique, individual srylc. 

He created a series of painting~ using a spray gun 

and lacquer rather than a brush and oil painr, and 

titled the works P11i11t [Spray} Gun Series. All of 

his "painrings" were similarly associated with the 

industrial cquip111cnr that he used to create rhc111, 

such as Pipe with TShape (Di11gzixi11gg11m1d110). 'Jhe 

unsentimental titles and images tend, as l luang said, 

to "demolish any trace of a human's individual style 

wirh unique srrokcs."s 

Also in 1983, Huang Yongping and fellow 

artists organized an exhibition called the "rive­

Man Exhibition" ("Wurcn huazhan") in which 

they displayed various rcadymadc works. As they 

demonstrated, "rhe shmv arrcmpts ro question the 

illusion of represenrarion in arr and its associared 

criteria, and the experimental works of the show 

Huang Yongping, Nonexpressive Painting: Roulette 

Wheel Series, 1985. 

Chan Meets Dada 

are presented as a bridge ro link daily life and arr 

rogcrhcr. "9 

\Xlhcn the '85 Movc111cnt c111crgcd, Huang 

decided that rather than express social 111eanings in 

artworks as the humanists did, he wanted to challenge 

rhe idea of originality in the work of art. Considering 

the work of art to be meaningless and believing char 

artists should not subjectively incorporate meaning 

into their work, he sought a completely random 

approach, one based on the concept of nothingness 

(um). 

Ar this rime, he made a series of works citied 

Nonexpressi/le Painting: Roulette Wheel Series 

(Feibiaoda de lmi/Jl{a: Lh11a11pm1 :die) in which the 

''pain rings" (he refuses ro sec chem as paintings) were 

made according to the instructions of a spinning 

wheel, incorporating chance, or casrings fro111 rhe Yi 

Jing or Book of Changes, an ancient Daoist volume. 
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According ro Huang, che goal was "co excend arc 

crearion imo a simplified nonformalisr, nonbaroquc, 

nonsymbolic, noncxpressive, nonskillful, and 

nonunique condition." 1
" 

'[he final form of the ''painting" was, for Huang, 

nor imporranc; whar was imporrant for him was 

how the resulr was genera red. I 11 rhe Roulette Wheel 

Series, Huang made objecrs according ro a srricr set 

of procedures he determined for himself, which led 

to a very impersonal work of arr. • I he procedures 

included several steps: 

1. Crcarc a rurnrablc dcmarcarcd inro cighr sccrions. wirh 

marks of cighr divinarions from rhc )1 Jing. 

2. :vtark 011 rhc canvas cighr identical sections. 

3. Assign a certain code to each color. For example, 

green (ink) was Number 4, red (oil) was Number 12. 
blue (acrylic) wa, Number 20, and painr rhinner \\';ls 

>lumber 11. ·1 he assignment of codes to these colors 

was purely random. 'lhere were a coral of rwenry-tive 

codes. 

1. Creare dice with codes chat corresponded co rhe 

colors. f.or example, color Number l corresponded 

ro Number l on rhe dice. Each die would be used 

only once in sixty-four throws. 

5. Spin the turntable sixty-four times to determine the 
position of colors on rhe c:u1v,1s. with rhc r,u1dom 

sropping of rhe rurnrablc determining the marching 

sclccrion. 

6. Fill our a form with the two codes (position and color) 

,ind place the colors on the canvas in the positions 

marked on the form. Tl1cn rhc paiming is complercd. 

Afrcr Huang Yongping finished four ca,wascs 

of this sort of "painting," he gave up. He thought 

the process was roo boring. On the other hand, he 

a,·oidcd crcacing any kind of "authcnric" mcrhod, 

as many of his friends suggesced he might do afrer 

hundreds of pieces were done. His main goal was to 

cricicize and distrust any aesthetic connotations. He 

wanced ro leave chis incomplete project behind. He 

also strongly asserted that using the roulette wheel 

in this artwork was different from gambling, because 

he did nor inrend or desire any resulr, whereas the 

gambler docs. 1l1u~ Huang made a machine (che 

roulette wheel) into a person (an artist), at the same 

time as making a person (himself) into a machine. 11 

204 

Ironically, viewers always seem to seek che expression 

of a certain aestheric tasrc, like chat of a Pollock­

like abstract expressionism, in these "paintings" 

of l luang's. Paradoxically, his substantial verbal 

descriptions and che irrational action behind his 

project did not overcome rhe effecrive surface of rhe 

'·paintings," i.e., rheir sryle and forms. 

Huang further developed chis idea of randomness 

from the Roulette \Vheel Series in a work he creared 

for the "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition in 1989. 

'lhis time, however, he lefr the mechanics to the 

audience, afrer creating cerrain roles and quesrions. 

·1 he work included six small turntables, each made 

of wood and wich a plascic carrying case, inside of 

which there was a phococopicd set of instructions 

indicating how to use the turntable to create artwork. 

'[he instructions were as follows: 

I. ·10 move or nor ro move = ro cre:He or not ro create 
(two choices) 

2. Where co begin? (Dcrcrminc rhc location [on rhc 

painringj): 1-360 degrees 

3. When to begin? 1 -24 hours 

4. Whar materL1l to selecr? 1-64 [choices! 

5. How to create' (Random numbers [on the wheel I) 

6. 'I<> compare [the painting] with which [masterpiece]? 

Sclecr from Ldward Lucic-Smith, Ari Today: From 

Abstmct E,pressio11ism to Surrealism (Oxford: 

Phaidon). ·1oral illustr:uions: 392 

Ar the same time, Huang also created a big turntable 

on which he marked 384 (a number also from rhe Yi 

Jing) different choices and possibilicies for arr-making, 

which he randomly selected from dictionaries, rexes 

on art hiscory, books on the hiscory of ideas, and so on. 

·1 his repetitious and time-consuming process of 

arr-making and demolishing of the artist's arbitrary 

subjectivity, initiated by Huang and the idea arc of 

rhe '85 Movement, spread in rhe I 990s in the form 

of maximalism. 

In I 986, Huang Yongping produced a number 

of works and wrirings engaging anorher anci-an 

project, which was manifested in his provocative 

essay "Xiamen Dada-A Kind of Postmodern ism?" 

("Xiarnen Dada-yizhong houxiandai?"). 1
' His 

philosophy, combining Dada and Chan Buddhism, 
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Figure 6.2 

Huang Yongping, Roulette with Six Pfnres, 1989. 
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was summarized in che essay, in which he asserced 

that, "in their degree of spiritualiry, Chan tluddhism 

is Dada, and Dada is Chan." 

The iconoclastic theories of the sevenrh-cenrury 

Chan master known as the sixch patriarch, Hui Neng 

(638-713), inspired many arcim from the Zhejiang 

Arn<lemy of Fine Art, such as Wu Shanzhuan, Gu 

Wenda, Song I laidong, and I luang Yongping, 

parrially due to rhc grcar fascinacion with and study of 

Chan Buddhism in the academy in the early and mid-

I 980s. Following this Chan theory, Huang Yongping 

rebelled, using the concept of destruction; for Huang, 

there was a nexus of distinction and affinity between 

Chnn R11ddhism nnd posrmodernism due ro rhcir 

insight, simplicity, and extremely skeptical attitudes. 

Embracing these extreme attitudes eventually 

culminated in several events, including rhe "Xiamen 

Dada Modern Art Exhihition." After the exhibition, 

Huang Yongping had his fellow arcists burn aJI 

rhe works rhey had shown. A similar event, called 

Artworks Become Trash, 8:30 p.m.-10:00 p.m., 
November 9, I.9R7 (Zuopin laji chuli, R:30 p.m.-/0 

p.m. I J/!)/1987), rook place at a garbage dumpster 

in Xiamcn. l !11ang Yongping and his cohorrs rhrew 

more rhan ten of their paintings into che garbage 

dumpster and lee the garbage truck take chem away 

ac rhe regularly scheduled rime. 

On December 1, 1987, T fuang created one of his 

mosr cynical conccpcual works by placing two books 

in a washing nrnchine. The honks were A History 

of Chinese Painting by Wang Bomin, recognized as 

one of che rnnsr aurhorirnrive rexrs on C:hinesc arc 

history, and A Concise Hisrory of Modern Painring by 

1 lerherr Read. Read's was rhe firsr hook of its kind 

co be cranslaced inro Chinese, and ir was the mosr 

influential English rexr on modern Western arr in rhe 

China of rhe mid-1')80s. 13 Huang offered a cynical 

i111erpre1;11ion of 1his work: "Tn C:hin;1, regarding 1he 

two cultures of Ease and West, cradicional and modern, 

ir is conscanrly being discussed which is righr, which 

is wrong, and how co blend rhe two. In my opinion, 

placing these two texts in the washing machine for 

two minures symbolizes rhis siruarion well and solves 

rhe problem much more effectively and appropriately 

than those debates lasting a hundred years." 1
~ This 

work, which even1w11ly cnnsis1ed or ;1 pile of" p;1per 

pulp, was first displayed in the "China/Avant-Garde" 

exhibirion in neijing in 1989. 
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Figure 6.3 

Huang Yongf)ing and Xiamen Dada burning all their works aher an 

exhibition, 1986. 

Figure 6.4 

Huang Yongping, Artworks Become Trash, 8:30 p.m.-10:00 p.m., 

November 9, 1987, 1987. 
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Figure 6.5 

,,'r ~1\t..3t t •• "-'• c< j..:. 1qt 

~A: i\ l'.... ' b- 'i~ i-4 J 1,. 

~~ ~ \ .} .~? f s, ,.., fl 7 

;).. I ( I t I '1 ,i.l 1~_) 

Huang Yongping, History of Chinese An and a Concise History of 

Modern Painting in a Washing Machine for Two Minutes, 1987. 

Chan Meets Dada 

The Significance of Nothingness 

Forrhe;irrisrsofrhe'85 Mnvemenr, lifewas;J univers;il 

and abstract concept, which was more highly valued 

than ;i specific ;ind persnn;il experience nf daily life. 

They emphasized culcural and philosophical concepts 

in an effort ro impact rhe viewer's understanding of 

rhe environmenr, whether natural, urban, or social. 

Many an groups of the '85 Movement took their 

"culrural activities" (wen/ma huodong) into the 

public sphere. Fnr ins1,1nce, Song Y'i1ngping and his 

fellow anises twice took their "countryside cultural 

activirid' into Shanxi province, in 1986 and 1987. 

A similar activity, which they called sunbathing 

(shr1itr1iyr111g), also rook place in N aj ing Xuanwu Park 

in 1986. "The concept of life in Huang Yongping's 

idea art practice, however, was more philosophically 

influenced by the tradition of nothingness (wu), 
which has also been translated as "inaction." 111 

Huang's practice, this wu can be understood as "do 

nothing in an making." Huang combined Dada with 

Chinese aesthetics by employing traditional Chan 

and Daoisr philosophy in the creation of his works. 

Xiamen Dada organized an exhibition citied 

''.An Event Taking Place in rhe Arr Gallery of Fujian 

Province" ("rasheng zai fojian meishuguan nei de 

shijian ·,,hanlan"), which took place 011 December 

16, 1 <)86. 'lhe artists did not install works of arr in 

the gallery. I nsteaJ, they gdthere<l material~ such as 

big iron graces, wooden panels, a handcart, concrete, 

fans, damaged sofas, and couches or chairs from rhe 

yard of the Art Galle1y of fojian Province in fozhou 

city. Then rl1l'Y moved them into rhe gallery space. 

One hour after the exhibition opened, the artists 

were given notice thar rhe e.xl1iLirion had tu Le shut 

down immediately for "a certain unknown reason." 

"[lu: result <li<l not <lisappoint Huang Yongping. He 

was actually pleased with the closure, because the act 

resulted in nothingness. Just as che anises brought 

nothing with chem, they also left with nothing. for 

che Xiamen Dadaists, the exhibition only proved that 

it was the museum system chat determined the fate of 

the artwork. 15111e event <lealt with the mean i nglessnes~ 

of the art object and the art-making process. 

Here, Huang shifred his anemion from 

investigating the meaning of the arr object to 

questioning the whole art sysrem and arr institutions. 
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Lin Jiahua, Ren Yueming, Huang Yongming, and Yu Xiaogang setting 

up "An Event Taking Place in the Art Gallery of Fujian Province," 1986. 

"An EventTaking Place in the Art Gallery of Fujian Province," 1986. 
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'I his became rhe nexr projecr in his career, which was 

marked by a futile exploration determined to negate 

arr hisrory and arr insrirurions. An example of rhis 

was his P11/li11g the National Art Museum of China 

Away, which was a proposal for rhe ''China/AYanr­

Garde" exhibition. Huang's goal was ro involve 

the National Arr Museum of China in his work, 

and ro rake rhe symbol of rhe nation's official arr, 

namely the building of the :--.Jacional Arc Museum 

of China, as the object of his attack. 1<• ·1 he plan was 

yery provocarive, and rhe proposed symbolic acrion 

of pulling the National /\re Museum of China away 

was an extremely political statement. Unsurprisingly, 
the proposal was rejected by rhe museum. ·1he anise's 

subsriruce work in the exhibition was a long rope 

suspended from rhe rhird Aoor ro rhe firsr Aoor, 

running along galleries to stairs. Nor one visitor paid 

acremion ro the rope, though occasionally it tangled 

and twined around their feet. This revealed I Iuang's 

idea of randomness again, as well as his inreresc in 

creating a chance relationship wirh people's lives. 
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Chan Meets Dada 

Chen Chengzong, Jiao Yueming, Lin Jiahua, Linchun, 

Huang Yongpan, Wu Yiming, and Huang Yongping, 

Proposal for Pulling the National Art Museum of China 

Away, 1989 . 

Huang Yongping·s rope project in the "China/Avant-Garde" 

exhibition. 
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In I 987, Huang Yongping and his colleagues 

undertook many importanr projecrs in Xiamen, 

mosr of which were discussed in Huang's "'thinking, 

Making, and Projects in 1987" (" Baqinian de sikao, 

zhizuo de huodong"). 1 After the abrupt closure in 

I 986 of rhe exhibirion "An !-\·enc Taking Place in rhe 

Art Gallery of h1jian Province," it became extremely 

difficult for Huang and the Xiamen Dada group to 

find museum or gallery space. In early 1987, Xiamen 

Dada began a new project investigating the possibility 

of making art in alrernative spaces, addressing the 

public ar large rarhcr rlian accommodaring rhc 

museum's audience. They planned to have their 

version of process art rake place in various public 

spaces: a garbage dump, a slaughterhouse. a public 

toiler (the only place wirhour a street number in 

Chinese ciries}, a hospital, a road, a bus srarion, a 

shopping mall, or a ruined building, all places that 

were "an)'\vhere and nowhere." 1~ Furthermore, rhe 

artists themselves used only their concepts and the 

public space for rhe creation of their arr. 'J his process, 

called 1/)1/Zhoug shmgyou, involved no arr materials, 

arr institutions, or art audiences. 'I he method of 

wuzho11g she11gJ1011 was this: 

1. If you do nor remove any objecrs from a place, the 

objecrs themselves auromatically become arrwork. 

2. Remove some of the objects from a place, and the 

remaining objects become artwork. 

3. "!he objects .rnd th<: people <:xposed at ,1 site togeth<:r 
become artwork. 

Huang's E11viro11menral Wor!?s, daring from April 

1987, were also associated with rhe idea of w11zho11g 

shengJ•ou. Huang began several works in his quest to 

find a grearer creative power, delving inro areas such 

as rime, air (including pollution), or the unknowing 

involvement of rhe public, in order ro completely 

demolish any artistic intention or motivation. But 

therein rests the impossibility of success, due to 

rhe well-esrablishcd inrenrional fallacy of borh 

interpreting these works and executing chem. 

On April 20, 1987, Huang made a wooden box 

rhar contained a long scroll of blank paper, 110 by 

100 centimeters in size, which he pulled partly our 

of rhe box and rhen connected ro an easel. He made 

a mark and wrote rhe dare on the paper every rime 

he pulled our more paper from rhe box. He repeated 
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Huang Yongping, No Move Needed, the Objects Themselves Auto­

matically Become Artworks, 1987. 

Huang Yongping, Need to Move, Add, or Remove Objects to Make 

Artworks, 1987. 

Huang Yongping, Rearrange the Objects to Make Artworks, 1987. 
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Huang Yongping, Dust, 1987. 

212 6 Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



-

Huang Yongping. The Kitche11, April IS-December 18, 1987. 

Huang Yongping. Sharpe11i11g Pe11cils. December 16, 1987-Ja11uary 

25, 1988. 

Chan Meets Dada 

the process for a period of two years. 1•> Sunlight and 

pollurion caused rhe paper ro become dirry. and ir 

yellowed because of its acidic base. Huang citied chc 

completed work Dust. Huang also made a work citied 

'/he Kitchen. Between April 18, 1987, and December 

8, 1987, he hung a canvas above rhe stove in his 

kitchen, where ir was exposed ro cooking smoke, dire, 

and dust. In addition, from December 16, 1987, to 

January 25, 1988, he left a l 22-by-240-centimeter 

piece of canvas on the Aoor in a classroom of chc 

high school where he was an arc teacher. During 

their drawing class, che scudems would drop pencil 

shavings and other debris on the canvas to "create" a 

painting. 

Art Merging with Life 

Apart from Xiamen Dada, the most radical art of the 

time was chat which promoted the idea of activism. 

'[he art taking place early in the movement, in the 

middle of the 1980s, especially attempted to break 

free from old id('as of art by incorporating C('rtain 

philosophical and artistic approaches. For artists so 

engaged, performance was the best means to promote 

a crue connection between people, life, and arc. 

A prime example was che performance by che 

Southern /\rrists Salon in 1986. \'(/hen the '85 
Movement began, some young artists who lived in 

Guangzhou in the southern province of Guangdong, 

such as Wang Du and Lin Yilin, became concerned 

with the perception that Guangzhou was a "cultural 

d('serr." 10 'lo ch:rnge chis misconception, they 

founded the Somhern Artists Salon (Nt1J1ji111g 

yish11jit1 sht1!011g) on May 14, 1986, ·1 hey were a 
mixed group of arrists from different fields, such as 

fine art, architecture, philosophy, literature, music, 

dance, and film. 'lhe major ideas of the group 

were articulated by Wang Du in his speech at the 

founding ceremony. Wang Cl'iticized borh Chinese 
tradition and Western modernism. He proclaimed 

that the boundaries between the new and old, and 

the bst and the West, should be eliminated through 

a new attitude of cultural pluralism and diversity. 

·1 he concept of the Southern Artists Salon, as Wang 

indicated, was contemporaneity or d1mgd11i zhuJ,i, a 

phrase whose meaning is close co postmodern ism. ' 1 

In order to express chis concept, the ;:\l'tisrs planned 
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ro create a sort of "environ men cal arr" (h11miji11g 

yislm) ro desrroy rhe boundaries of differenr arr forms 

and eliminate obstacles between artists, artworks, 

and their audiences. ·1hey conrribured their blood 

in blood drives, attracting financial support. 'Jhese 

acrions enlisted many supporters and enabled rhem 

to eventually make their exhibition plans a reality. 

On September 3, 1986, the Southern Artists 

Salon held a performance evenr called rhe First 

E,peri111e11t11! E,hibition in a sradium at Guangzhou 

/..hongshan University, also known as Sun Var-Sen 

University. Ir rook place twice. ·rhe arrisrs scared, "Ar 

first glance, when rhe audience entered rhe exhibition 

hall, they felt rhac they were being surrounded by a 

peculiar environment in which human beings were 

being purified by a sublime spirit."'·' 'lhe exhibition 

space was CO\'ered by rwo colors-black and white. 

On one side were some balls formed in srrangc shapes 

protruding from a black wall, and on the other there 

were some panels. Some were painted with human 

upper parrs and others with human lower parts, ro 

arrract rhe audience to srand behind "incomplete 

human bodies." Ar the center of the stadium, there 

were ten movable boxes on which, or surrounding 

which, were ten female figures resembling moving 

plaster srarues. Some were lying dmvn, some knelt on 

rhe ground or followed music; all were illuminated 

by light projections. "'lhe people involved in the 

performance, and the audience outside the srage, 

were encouraged to experience a spiritual encounter 

ar a specific moment, going beyond previous arrisric 

fantasies characterized by bland imagination and 
illusion."!\ 

In rhe middle of rhe 1980s, when some anti­

art activities, such as the practice of Xiamcn 

Dada, attacked the institutional framework of art 

producrion, some an ri-arrisrs rejected the i nsri ru tional 

framework alrogerhcr. Song Yongping and ocher 

artists of the ·1 hree Step Studio had a cultural activity 

project in July of 1986 char they called 7he Co1111t1y 

Project (Xiangc1111 jihu11). 'lhey rook their sculpmres 

and paintings to remote \'ilbges in an acrempt ro 

communicate with illicerace peasants while living 

and earing together with them. Resisting the elitism 

of professional bourgeois artists tied to academic 

institutions, Song and his comrades acted out rhc 

drama of the "reeducated swdenrs" of Mao's Culwral 
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Revolution, when elite culcural producers were forced 

co learn co work for che people as rhey were educated 

in popular culmre by the people. 'lheir motto, 

"Serve the People," endorsed by Mao, demonstrated 

the paradox of populism in contemporary Chinese 

society. Since an arr char served the people was not 

a reality even in t\lao's period, 7he Country Project 

represented an attempt at a purihcd process of art 

production, this rime with neither propagandist 

nor commercial aims. from another perspective, 

these kinds of social actions popularized in rhe '85 

Mo\'emenc reflected the antagonism some anises 

felt in response ro rhe booming urban commercial 

culture. ll1Us, the artists invol\'cd referred co cheir 

works as "village cultural projects" (xiangcun wenh1111 

h11odo11g). 

'lhe activism of the M Art Group (M J'is/m q1111ti) 

was another project of anti-artists condemning 

elitism. ·1he M Art Group was founded in October 

1986 by Song I laidong, who was born in Shanghai 

in 1958 and trained in rhc Sculpwre Department of 

Zlwjiang Academy of Fine Art, starting in 1985. He 

wenr on to teach ar the Shanghai Arr College wirh 

other Shanghai artists. 'lhe "M" of M Art Group is 

the first letter of "man," "montage," and "morph isc." 

Here, "man" refers ro the artists' male gender, since 

all che artist~ from the group were men, while 

"montage" symbolized the artists' incorporation of 

different clements, and "morphist" was a metaphor 

for their changing sensibility in arc.'• 

In their manifesto, they proclaimed that rhe M 

Group recognized the fact that many people still 

admired what the M Croup considered bogus anises 

prorccrcd by old val uc sys rems and rhci r associated 

crude, hollow works. ·1hercforc, they advocated that 

artists walk out of their studios, plunge into real 

life, and impart rhe truth co rhe people ar large. ·11ie 

manifc~ro also criticized the extreme views held by 

modernists, who demonstrated a totally different 

form of individuality char caused alienation and 

disorder and fostered a wild rhythm of life inherent 

ro indusrriali,.ed societies. '[he M Group's arrirude 

of nothingness, which runs counccr co industrialized 

and capitalist human culture, was intended to disrupt 

people's normal breathing patterns and heartbeat, 

depriving chem of their confidence in material 

existence. ·1 he M Group held fasr ro rhc rcncr char 
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Figure 6.16 

The scene of First Experimental Exhibition by the Southern Artists 

Salon, 1986. 

Figure 6.17 

Song Yongping. Wang Jiping, and others, Tbs Country Projsct 1986. 
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arcisrs should respect man and life, for life irselfis arr. 

'lhey believed char arrisrs should regard rhemselves 

firsr of all as common people in sociery. In their 

creative process, the M Group attempted to break 

with the man-made, traditional definitions of time 

and space designared by such terms as '·modern," 

"Orienral," "Western," "music," "drama," "film," and 

"painting." • I hese categories reinforced barriers. • I he 

works of the M Group would borrow acrions and 

events from common, daily life.,, 

On December 21, 1986, a series of visual 

lectures by the M Arr Group rook place in the 

Theater of the Shanghai Workers' Cultural Palace 

(Shanghai gongrm wmhut1go11g). Sixteen members 

of the group successively got on the srage, enacting 

a silent performance, and an audience of about two 

hundred people, including young poers, universiry 

students, and journalists, was invited co join in for 

the duration of one and a half hours. '!here was no 

logical sequence between the individual sections. All 

Members of the M Art Group with their manifesto, 1986. 

216 C, 6 

sections emphasized rhe connection between life and 

arr, as rhey aimed ro break down, by various means, 

separations derived from old art ideas and forms. 

1here was, however, a lot of suffering and 

violence in the performance. for example, in 

Ceremony (Yishi), a naked anise, ·1~111g Cuangming, 

was forced inro a wooden resrrainr by rwo followers, 

rhcn bearen wirh willow branches while clamped 

with insrrumems of rorrure umil he collapsed onro 

the srage. In Violence (Bt1olig1111), Zhou Tiehai srood 

113ked ,vhile two other artists punished him by 

pricking his back with needles. 

Such works were all violenr, masochistic, 

and sadistic in one way or another. Any sore of 

wrapping, binding, hanging, or beating that one can 

im:'lgine rook pbce. Although the action milirantly 

expressed rhe arrisrs' rebellion againsr rhe rcsrraints 

of convenrional arr ideas, this sort of wild, violent 

behavior, usually cnacred upon the arrists' own 

bodies, revealed, intentionally or nor, the sorrows 

•• w,r 
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an<l disturbances hid<len in the artists' souls as they 

found themselves straddling cultural epochs and 

inAucnccs while trying to forge a new way. 

·1 he revolution in ideas of rhe '85 Movement 

was an important part of rhc overall project of rhe 

culcural avant-garde. 'lhis revolucion intended 

two things. One was to r:i.ke the most destructive 

and radical avanc-garde concept from Dadaism as 

a model ro desrroy rhe convenrional norion of arc 

in rhe Chinese conrexr, in order ro merge with the 

international contemporary :i.rt world. 1he other 

affected rhe culwral avant-garde. Artists such 

as I luang Yongping, also devoted to traditional 

philosophy, s:i.w rhe revolution in ide:i.s :i.s :i. model 

char could go beyond arr per sc into a broader world 

context. Huang's practice in the 1980s was one of 

the most philosophical approaches of the ideological 

revolution. Among those who experienced a similar 

destrucrive/consrrucrive mencaliry, he w:1.s rhe most 

interested in how to break down rhc boundary 

between life and art. l 11 the next chapter, f will discuss 

some art projects that are more focused on either 

linguistic reconstruction or ambiguous imagery play. 

Chan Meets Dada 

Tang Guangming, Ceremo11y, 1986. 

Zhou Tiehai and Yang Xu. Viole11ce, 1986. 
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Metaphor over Meaning 

Language Art and Gray Humor 

Language, including both its writing and meaning, 

was investigated by a number of artists in the '85 

Movement, most notably Wu Shanzhuan, Xu Bing, 

Gu Wenda, and the New Mark Group (Xin kedu). 
1l1cy arc also part of ''idea art" (gummirm yishu). 

Rather than making a revolution in ideas to challenge 

the old ideas of what constirutes art, as Huang 

Yongping and others did, the artists discussed in this 

chapter directly used "ideas"-Chinese characters, 

which in Chinese linguistic tradition combined both 

conceptual and pictorial clements-to make their 

own idea arrworks, which did not attempt to give 

a dear concept or meaning to the audience (nor to 

themselves, I believe), but rather to create a visual 

space in which looking, reading, and reinterpretation 

might be involved as an unseparaced metaphorical 

complex, which could go beyond linguistic meaning 

or meaninglessness. 

Xu Bing began his magnum opus A Book from 

the Sky in 1987, while he was a teacher at the Central 

Academy of Hnc Art, Beijing. Wu Shamhuan 

was another artist who used Chinese characters as 

his basic material, but he paid more attention to 

randomly collecting the language of mass culture. 

~fu appropriated Mao's linguistic culture, which 

was developed for proselytizing during the Cultural 

Revolution, as well as that of contemporary consumer 

culwre, in order ro creace a kind of new hybrid, 
thereby generating both nonsensical and plurisensical 

language. By juxtaposing these concradiccory 

fragments of language in his art-fragments char are 

omnipresent in Chinese mass culture-he sought 

to eliminate the illusion of authorship and expose 

irreconcilable tendencies in the intended function of 

the language of mass cul cure. 

Xu Bing took another approach, never providing 

any complete text, meaningful sentence, or even 

legible character for his audience. His Book from 

the Sky is an ocean of meaningless and fictitious 

"characters" chat he painstakingly invented. 1l1c 

significant meaning of the work was in its traditional 

literati form. 'lhe fact that the characters were 

incapable of conveying any meaning whatsoever 

was cleverly hidden, confounding the viewer's 

expectations derived from the literati form's hallowed 

tradition of conveying meaning. Xu manipulates 

to an extreme this version of an elite myth so as to 

utterly undermine the myth itself. ·11,e approaches 

and methodologies of both Wu and Xu were 

apparently inspired by traditional language and 

philosophy. 'lheir works made sense by means of che 

transformation of tradition into the contemporary 

context according to che arciscs' interests. 

hom the perspective of Chinese etymology, che 

works of Xu Bing, Gu Wenda, and Wu Shanzhuan 

completely transformed the traditional meconymic 

functions, or indicatives (zhishi), that were highly 

coded attributes of Chinese characters as laid out 

in the traditional "six functions" theory (liu shu) of 

Chinese writing. 1hcse artists' strategics changed 

the characters into purely pictographic (xia11gxing) 

elemencs. 1 

Wu Shanzhuan's Red Humor Series: 

The Recontextualization of Political and 

Consumerist Mass Language 

Rorn in 1960 and trained in the Zhejiang Academy 

of fine Art, Wu Shanzhuan began his Culcural 

Revolution-inspired pop arc practice in 1986, at the 

same time as the emergence of the '85 Movemenc. 
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figure 7.1 

Wu Shanzhuan, Red, Black, White-Cash, 1986. 

Figure 7.2 

Wu Shanzhuan. Red Humor Series: Red Seals. 1987. 
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His Red Humor series, begun in 1986, might be seen 

as a precursor of rhe political pup that flourished in 

the early l 990s. 

A pronounced pup arr affinity has always been 

strong in Wu's arc, beginning with his Red Humor 
installations in Zliejia11g in 1986 anJ 1987. 'lhe Red 

Humor series consisted of four parts: Red Characters: 
Big-Chnmctl'r Postl'n (Chizi: dnzibao), R,,d S,,nls 

(Hongyin), Windy Red Nags (Hongqi piaopiao), and 
Big Businm (Dnshmgyi). 

Wu Shanzhuan often used readymade objects in 
his work, or simulated the appearance of objects from 

daily life. Wu prefaced his Red Humor group with his 

1986 work 70% Rt-d, 25% Blnck, and 5% Whitt-, a 

collaborative project installed in an old temple. ·1he 

exhibition combined nearly printed phrases and 

slogans from advertisements, newspapers, classical 

poetry, Chinese religion, politics, and the discourse 

of daily life in startling ways. One painting took 

the form of a sign saying "Cabbage, three cents a 

catty." Another had the words "(;arbage, garbage, 

garbage" written in such a way as to resemble a 

pile, on top of which perched the word "Nirvana." 
-1 he ratio of colors specified in the tide, however, 

immediately evoked che tensions of Chinese political 
confroncacions, particularly chose of the Cultural 

Rcvolurion, wirh red rcprcscnringgood Communisrs, 

black representing enemies of che people, and white 

represencing the nonaligned. 

Red Characters: Big-Character Posters, a major 

work installed rhe following year in rhe anise's 

studio, resembled a chaotic scene, once again 

from the Culrural Revolution. I Te used the easily 

recognizable format of wall posters from the Culcural 

Revolurion, hm cirew messages from rhe s11rro11ncling 

environment to convey the multiple dimensions 

of conremporary political, social, and economic 

information. The messages included political slogans 

like those from the Maoist period, including "Exercise 

for srrengrh in rhe class struggle," as well as price 
notices, advertisements, newspaper titles, commonly 

used phrases, classical poems, Buddhist rexes, rraffic 
signs, wearher forec;isrs, ;ind ;11111011nce111enrs s11ch ;is 

"Comrade Wang, Tam back." lines of ancient poetry 

and the tide nf"l.ennardn d.1 Vinci's !.a.st SuppPr alsn 

appear in the work. On the Aoor he wrote four 
Chinese characrers: wuremhuodn, meaning "nohody 

can interpret chem." 

Metaphor over Meaning 

Figure 7.3 

Wu Shanzhuan and others. 70% Red, 25% Black, a11d 5% White, 1986. 
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Figure 7.4 

Wu Shanzhuan, Red Characters: Big-Character Posters, 1986. 
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• l he phrases in Red Chr1r11cters: Big-Chr1rr1c1er Posters 

can be rranslared inro English as follows: 

To pay fine 5 yen / do you w:tnc ro know how rail 

your child will be/ won ton soup, stc,uned turtle fish 

/ lottery s,1ving /welcome/ 45928 / se,1t for disabled 
and aged/ wcr paint/ rhc rnovcmcnr ofbirrh control 

/ asking for divorce / 24 pieces / we arc parasites / 

winning a pri1c from the n:1tio1ul commirrcc of 

economics / watch shore ahead / parents: newborn 

children during 1982-1983 / paint service / box 

for complainrs / ir is selfish / umbrellas for sale / 

he,1ling / recipe / kindergarten this way / :i broken 

wheel / selling sronc poles / official srudy in the 

afternoon / dogs / shift ro another line / Comrade 
\Xiang: I am back / propaganda lcrrer #87 / to 

struggle with selfishness and ro cririci1.c revisionism 
/ ·1 he Lasr Supper/ public roil er/ s1.:rve rhe people / 

good rrcarmenr of skin disease/ address for rd srar 
hotel / eomrc1<lcs: if you eros, the srrect <luring rhc 

red lighr, you will be fined / baprisms / specialist in 

rooth rre,mnenr / rod:ty no warer / boar rimeubks 

/ garbage J cents a pound / today ir is raining / rhc 

loves of rhe world scars / pissing forbidden / menu 

for today's special / pill for farry / looking for missing 
person: \Xlu Sham.huan, male, around 74 mete-rs tall, 

long dark h:iir, wearing glasses, slighrly diny ... / 
one hand carrying reformation. rhe orher carrying 

economy / important / intcmivc / pill for parry / 

exercise in strengths for class struggle / dating for 

marriage / modern pocrry movrmenr / (;one with 

\ViJ/d I down wirh / "for season red" tampons / 
supersririons / srop rhe endless r;iin / ro create a new 

sryle / all righrs reserved/ nirvana/ garhage / seeking 
some erotic writing / tum left, th1.:r1.: you an; / long 

lifo / famous for1.:ign nu<k paintings/ f-iv1.: moon .... ' 

When he made the big-d1aracrer signs, quite a 

number of additional objects were also produced 

including buckets, hospital bocrles, and rice bowls, 

among ocher things, all of which were covered with 

red painc and words. Ac chc rime Wu Shalllhuan was 
making the Red Chr1rr1cters: Big-Chr1rr1cter Posters, 

he also collected many plastic characters. Some were 

displayed in a transparenr box with an electric light 

inside; some were three-dimensional, others two­

di mensional. 

·1 he phrases and characters listed above were all 

found prominently posted on the street, showing 

the tumult of desires in Chinese society. In the 

Metaphor over Meaning 

insrallarion, mosr of rhe wrirmg was done by Wu 

Shanzhuan's friends. including officers, workers, 

politicians. gamblers, acrors, actresses. businessmen, 

and fishermen whom Wu Shanzhuan invited ro be 

involved in the selection and writing of the phrases. 1 

Red Chr1mclers: !3ig-Chr1mcter Posters rook its form 

from rhe "red ocean" (ho11g hr1~yr111g) of rhe Cul rural 

Revolurion, consisting of posters, flags, red books, and 

rhe image of rhe red sun which symbolized Mao, bur 

it was filled with characters found in daily life at home 

and on the streets. Creating both lexical and symbolic 

confusion, this "mistake" produced an absurd image 

of a particular reality, exposing a culmral deficiency 

if one were co consider Mao's failed utopian project. 

Red Chr1rr1cters: !Jig-Chr1rr1cter Posters conveyed ro 

the audience a deep sense chat Chinese society was 

already far away from rhe Cul rural Revolution. 

\'Q'u represenred variou~ categories of discomse in 

conjunction with their conrradicting polar opposites, 

such as serious and ironic, grand and u-ivial, religious 

and secular, revolutionary and capiralisr, all of 

which were devoid of rhe arrisr's own voice, wirh 

the exception of his act of choice. fn his theoretical 

writings of the time, Wu expressed greater interest in 

rhe sounds and outward forms of Chinese characters 

rhan in rheir function as language.' Yer, because 

of rhe rich eclecricism of rhe popular language he 

adopted, the viewer naturally associated the images 

wirh many aspecrs of his or her own experience. Each 

phrase meant somcrhing diltcrcnt depending upon its 

social, culrural, or polirical context. ·1wo phrases Wu 

frequently mer on rhe street, "You will be fined for 

crossing the street during a red light" (dmr1ng hongdmg 

fr1kur111) and "Today no water" (ji111ir111 tings/mi), 

inspired him to use ''red humor" (hongse youmo) as 

the major category for all of his individual works. for 

Wu, the rwo phrases menrioned above belong ro a 

"red humor" category of symbolic meaning derived 

from personal experience. Once, when a red light was 

on, Wu saw nobody on the street: the red light was 

then a signifier rhat was sent into a void of reception, 

negating borh irs function and meaningfulness. 

Another rime, when Wu was washing his hands, he 

saw che announcement "Today no water" wriccen by 

the Local Residential Commiccee (f11mi11 111e~yur1J1 

/mi) hanging on the wall. Again, the announcement 

was meaningless, because there was, indeed, warer. 
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'lhe rwo phrases, and what rhey signified, were at 

odds with the real conrexts in which they operated, 

and thus rhey made nonsense coexist with a visible 

reality.' 1his prompted Wu to think further about 

the Chinese character chi, which encompasses two 

different meanings: borh "red" (/J011g) and ''empry" 

(kui kong). "I he meanings of chi, thus, are paradoxical 

and conrradicrory. On one hand, chi (red) represents 

a specific visible color which ultimately cannot be 

disassociated from its revolutionary identification 

in modern Chinese history (in phrases such as Red 

China, Red Guard, and so on), and the other chi 
(empty) indicates meaninglcssness.c' Ir is just such a 

paradox, surrounding the complexity and ambiguity 

of rhe Chinese signifiers for the color red, that made 

Wu Shanzhuan's installation and performance works 

(embodied by Rrd Humor) formidable in their layers 

of multiple meanings. Furthermore, rhe reception 

of these works was extremely complex, given rhe 

local, national, and global audiences' propensity ro 

bring their own meanings ro rhe work. Above all, 

\X/u provided diverse channels for undersranding rhe 

culwral implications of text, delivered in a compelling 

visual form. 

In his 1986 essay emitled '''lhe Birth of Red 

Characters" ("Chizi de dansheng"), Wu first analyzed 

the rwo differenr meanings of chi as described above, 

and then discussed his approach to the installation 

Red Characters: Big-Chamcter Posters. Wu wrote: 

224 

I chink char rhizi, namely meaningless characters 

manifested in original, hcaucifi.il outward forms, make 

much more sense than what we call wenzi !language]. 
In modern :m history. we no longer purely paim. 

because the concept of art has torally changed with 

modern art history. Currenrly in China, many artisrs 
dc\'otC rhcm,clvc, co conceptual art or to rationalist 

p,1inting, ,1 sort of schobrly 1).linting formed in 

between a realistic and surrealistic style. 'lhis direction. 

however, will truly make arr meaningless [q11iko11gj or 

empt}', and art will lose whar it used ro be. Arr finally 

becomes something c.-ynical and meaningless, like the 
phrase "You will be fined for crossing the street during 

a red light." I am interest<:d in telling a story of this 

"red humor" ro people by presenting it in an extreme 
visual form which is my work Rerl (,'/,ar(l("ffrs: Rig­
(.'/1t1mcrn Posfl'l1•. ·1 he effect is extremely unpredictable 

and magnificent. Rl'd Chamcters: Big-Chamctcr l'ostcrs 
is an invcsrigarion into the true human condition.' 

Most insrallarions from Wu's Red Humor series 

created a political atmosphere without stipularing 

any concrete political conrenr. "lhe result could be a 

mockery of society, of politics, and perhaps even of 

artists themselves. Going one step further, one could 

say rhar Wu's games with the visual language of 

Chinese politics reduced the deadly phenomenon of 

the Chinese political movement to nothing more than 

red humor. Wu, however, tended to investigate rhe 

meaning of authorship by denying any incorporation 

of his own in the meaning of his works. He believed 

rhar the Chinese characters themselves were a 

sufficient form of vi~ual arr, requiring no further 

manipulation. Noc only were the characters perfect in 

form bur also, more important. rhey were completely 

filled with historical and cultural meaning, so they 

become independent of man's subjective meaning. Wu 

believed char by making choices, artists could select rhc 

meaning oflanguage, but they had no ability to give it 

meaning. With this philosophy in mind, he chose to 

imitate linguistic forms rather than invenr rhem, by 

juxraposing randomly selected phrases and characters 

in unusual or startling ways. ·1 his gave his work an 

ironic quality. I le made no lofty conceptual claims 

for his installations and performances, or for any of 

his arr. Yer as one talks to Wu, reads his wri ci ng, and 

experiences his work, his humorous and seemingly 

unsystematic comments begin to make sense. 

Wu's use of simple aphoristic statements and 

obvious images could be seen as part of an ironic 

srraregy char pushed rhe viewer ro a nonlinear, slighrly 

fragmented, almost intuitive chain of responses chat 

continued well after leaving rhe space. He asked rhe 

viewer to experience a series of interlinking meanings 

rather than to directly read any one of them. Serious 

forms from the Cultural Revolution, such as big­

characrer posters with the red, black, and white colors 

of traditional China, were diluted by the humorous 

phrases he used. Wu's Chan Buddhist-like quick wit 
plunged the viewer inro an oddly compelling reality. 

In 1987 he finished two ocher sections of the Rl'd 
Humor Series, Red Seal., and Windy Red Flags. "lhe 

Red Smls consisted of rw·o different types of seals: big, 

fake, nonsensical official seals fabricated by Wu, as 

well as some individual, private seals modeled after 

acrual personal seals of the artisr's friends, classmates, 

and relatives. 'lhe pseudo-official seals created by 
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Figure 7.5 

Wu Shanzhuan. Red Humor Series, Red Se11ls, 1987. 

Wu, such as "Committee of Workers for Painting 

Characrers" (Chizi gongzuo zhl' xil'hui) and "Red 

Character RevolurionaryCommirree" (Chizigongzuo 

zhe W<'iyuanhui), wen: paimed on one-rneter-syuan:: 

pieces of rice paper and hung on the wall along with 

some red aags and nonsense characters. 1he forms of 

these signifiers were familiar to the Chinese, recalling 

the red ocean of che Cul rural Revolution. 

l11e official seal has been very important in 

modern Chinese history. Any official document 
must hear the sramp of a seal ro show its vcrinc.1rion 

by an official unir. An individual's personal seal. long 
employed in tradition, remains the most important 

identification for Chinese individuals, even in 

contemporary society. Red SeaLs thus generated 

ambiguous and multifaceted meanings when the 

official and personal, the public and private, the 

fake and che real were juxtaposed. The tradition 
underwent a transformation. 

The performance and installation project Windy 

Red F!tzgs included many small-.~cale revnlurionary 

objects. For instance, as part of a performance, Wu 

Metaphor over Meaning 

made a "correct" mark and the rwo characters yiyue, 
or "I have reviewed," on an official announcement. 

In another performance, Wu masqueraded as a new 

member of rhe Communist Parry in a mock oath­

raking ceremony under a red Aag. I le stood against 

a wall on which some fake political slogans were 

written and upon which he had hung many nonsense 

characters. Tn another performance, Wu presented 

himself as the chairman of a political meeting 

speaking ro the public. Once, he even performed 
as a counrerrevolurionary "criminal,'' also known as 

an ox ghost or snake demon (niugui slmhen), being 
criticized and punished hy Red Cuards. 

Thinking of the meaning of the red characters, or 
chizi, Wu Shanzhuan developed his ideas concerning 

the definition of arc and the relationship between the 

artwork and rhe artist. I le compared the relationship 

between che artist and his work ro chat between 

rhe soil :incl the pl.rnr. 11,e earrh is necess;iry to rhe 

growth of the plant, bur the soil docs not determine 
rhe species of rhe plant; evolurion has already made 

that selection. Similarly, according ro Wu, the artist 
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Figure 7.6 

Wu Shanzhuan, Red Humor Series, Windy Red Flags-I Have 

Reviewed, 1987. 

Figure 1.1 

Wu Shanzhuan, Red Humor Series, Windy Red Flags-Oath, 1987. 

Figure 7.8 

Wu Shanzhuan, Rod Humor Sorios, Windy Rod Flags Violent Criti­

cism, 1987. 
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cannot determine the result of his work. horn this 
poinr of view, Wu concluded char che an of che 

Cultural Revolution was different from the policies 

of che Cultural Revolution. The former was like a 

plant, and the latter would be the soil.9 

rur ·wu, the artist's i11te11Liuns, ur 111ed10Js 

of working, were far less important than the work 
itself. "In the end," he wrote in 1985, "the artwork 

uses a concrete person (the artist) as a means. The 
concrete person will <lie, bur the work may continue 

to exist." 10 

Thus, Wu claimed that the anise should nor 

function as the dominant factor of arc production. 

He ur site is 110 mun: than an uGjeu like any an 

object, i.e., a material. Wu's use of the concept of 

material and object greatly undermined the idealism 

and subjectivity initiated by previous utopian artists. 
His Red Humor, fille<l with various discourses, was a 

distracted scene of chaotic signifiers made uniform 

through thl' use of the color rcd. 

There was a shift in Wu's approach co art, from 

the purely c.;onc:.:eprnal ru thl' realistic, in late 1988 
and early 1989, when the economic boom reached 
China. fn an article, Wu said, "We should no longer 

pay attention to the question of what is art by 
concentrating on the art object; instead we should 

invesrigare rhe social structure and arc environment 

where artworks are located." He use<l the term 

dashengyi, "big business," co define the new arr 

phenomenon emerging ar char time in China. "To 

visit an a.re museum is the same as ea.ting brea.kfust in 

a resrauranr. ... I will return the sale ro the ocean and 

bring it back to those to whom it belongs." 11 

Noting rhe impact of commercialism on the 

Chinese :irt world of rhc !are 1980s, Wu Shanzhu:in 

pointed our that art activity is a big business at 

rhe 1988 Chinese Modern Art Convention (/.988 
dangdai yishu ynntnohui) in Tun:<l, Anhui province. 

In the paper he presented at this meeting, Wu said, 

1987 was rhe year when shmgyi [business] was rruly 

and complerely accepred by the Chinese masses. 

Alrhough some Chinese inrelleccuals cried ro escape 

from this commercialism, dashengyi has become an 

affair of all Chinese citizens, and for the first rime 

an overwhelming materialism has been tied to the 

idealistic Chinese intellectuals and business. Soon 

after, business became unified with arc institutions, 

Metaphor over Meaning 

scholarship, and political authority. Now business has 

become a nationalistic affair and recording machine 

of the successful srories of politics, scholars, monks, 

popular scars, lawyers, and arcisrs. . . . Husiness arr 

[shengyi yishu] has lowered art down co :i "business 

icon" f shengyi ouxinngl easily recognized by the 

masses.12 

Based on these ideas, Wu created a performance 

called Dnshengyi for the "C:hina/ Avant-Garde" 

exhibition at the National Arr Museum of China in 

February 1989. le was his first work to completely 

replace linguistic practice and an overtly political 

nrt form with thnt of daily commerce. The piece 

involved him carrying 30 kilograms of live shrimp 

from Zhoushnn, rhe island where he lived, rn Tkijing, 

where he sold chem at the exhibition's opening. 

Afrer rhe opening, and wirh rhc enforccmenr of 

the official prohibition against performances, he 
marked his shrimp stand "temporarily closed today 

for srockcaking" (jimi pan!JUo, zhanting yingye). 
His typically terse explanation was diat an wa~ l.iig 

business. In a statement on Dmhengyi, he proclaimed 
rha1 selling shrimp was a rehellinn ag;1ins1 the 

arional /\rt Museum, an official court of opinion 

rhar judged arr. Tr was alsn a criricism of arr crirics 

who turned "artworks" into anything that fir their 

inrerprecarion. 13 

Figure 7.9 

Wu Shanzhuan, D,1shengyi-Selling Shrimp, 1989. 
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A Metaphor of Meaninglessness in Xu Bing's Art 

Xu Bing was born in 1955 in Chongqing, Sichuan 

province. \'v'cll established as a woodcut artist in chc 

early 1980s, Xu devoted himself to creating a number 

of woodcut prints that might be considered the most 

impressive "rustic realist" images of printmaking in 

China. In 1982, he finished his work for his Mi--;A 

degree by creating a series of woodcut prints depicting 

the common life of village peasants. ·1 he prints were 

based on sketches made during the period he spent 

as a "reeducated student" from I 973 to I 977, during 

the Cultural Revolution. 1
•
1 By the middle of the 

I 980s, Xu had gradually abandoned this thematic 

concern and begun to explore the unique nature of 

printed language. In che firsc half of the I 980s, he 

received several important national prizes because of 

his excellent technique :ind the ac:idemic appro:ich of 

his printmaking. For instance, in the Sixth National 

Arr Exhibition ( 1984), his woodcut print Nower nnd 
Pmcil was awarded a silver medal. Beginning in the 

middle 1980s, Xu began to think about how to make 

printmaking more concepru:illy sophisticated. 

In June I 986, Xu Ring and his colle.1gues Chen 

Jinrong, Chen Qiang, and Zhang Jun rolled a big 

wheel painted with different colors along a long 

roll of rice paper to make a print work. 1
~ In che 

same year, Xu created a five-scroll print entitled 

Five Series of l?epetitio11s, in which he depicted 

ponds of tadpoles as well as fields of vegetables 

and grains in a conceptual way. In the work, Xu 

raised questions about the reproductive nature of 

Xu Bing, Five Series of Repetitions, 1986. 
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printmaking. He carved a woodblock and then 

imprinred a long scroll with a sequence of images. 

In the final composition, a sec of images progresses 

from solid black through successive carvings to solid 

white, as more and more of the wood is whittled 

away. 'thus, Xu literally dematerialized the object, 

deconstructi ng represenration as he si m ul raneously 

created and destroyed the artwork."' Obviously, the 

subject matter in the prims was no longer the central 

concern as it had been in his early works; instead, 

methodology became the major concern. 

In his article ""the Exploration and Rethinking 

of the Repccirion of Painting" ("Oui fu~huxing 

huihua de xinransuo yu zairenshi"), Xu Bing 

addresses four major points he raised in rhe project. 

First, its distinct visual form and goals depart from 

that of conventional printmaking, because Five Snics 

of Repetitio11s was printed in an edition of only one 

unique copy, the original and final. Both rhe block 

of wood and rhe scrolls arc the complete work as 

a whole, as the making of the work destroyed the 

possibility of its reproduction. Second, it records 

every remaining derail of the carving process. "third, 

it reconstructs the relationship between the artwork 

and audience. rourrh, ic presencs boch rhc process 

of the creation and rhe anise's though rs.,- ·1 his 

approach, very imporranrly, initiated rhe methods 

adopted in his two subsequent works A Book from 

the Sky and Ghosts Pounding the \~nil. 
Xu Bing's first major installation piece of chis 

rype is A /3ook from the Sk,,, on which he began work 

in 1986. Ir was created from numerous hand scrolls 

, • , 'f"'., , 

:.c ~ .~.; ... : : . 
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Figure 7.11 

Xu Bing, working on A Book from the Sky, 1987. 

about five hundred feet long, with printed texts that 

n:semble LraJiLiunal 111u11umemal painLini; styles. 

'!here also arc boxed sets of books that are bound in 

blue paper covers an<l strongly resemble tra<liriona1 

Chinese books. 'lhe work was first exhibited in 1988 

ar the National Arc Museum of China in Beijing, and 

subsequently shown in a number of venues in Asia 

and the West. Whar was extraordinary was the fan 

that the thousands of Chinese characters printed on 

Lhc l>ouks anJ papers were invcrneJ by Xu hirmdf. 

'lhe piece was the product of three years of intensive 

labor. Xu hand-carved over cwo thousand pieces 

of wooden type to print what look like Chinese 

charac:rers in rhe Song Dynasty sryle. one of 

Xu's characters can be recognized or pronounced. 

However, sin<.:e the diarauers were invenreJ by rhe 

artist, composed of rearranged elements from real 

Chinese characters in the Song Dynasty style, they 

are still inviting enough to attract the audience to 

attempt to read or decipher chem. When Xu created 

the two thousand nonsense characters, he knew that 

in reality there are C\VO thousand characters chat 
m::ikc sense. The p::irndox:ic::il inrerncrion herween the 

work's superficial. rexma1 meaninglessness an<l rhe 
diverse cultural understandings of the readers makes 

che piece unprcdictable. 18 

Xu Bing's artworks might be seen as another 

kind of desrruction of traditional culture. -ihe 

desire for destruction apparently relates to the anti-

Metaphor over Meaning 

Figure 7.12 

Xu Bing, blocks made for A Book from the Sky, 1987-1991. 

Figure 7.13 

Xu Bing, A Book from the Sky, 1989. 
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ideological seance of the generation of artists of 

the '85 Movement, who were tired of the previous 

Maoist utopia and its srate-dorninam ideology. Xu's 

approach, however, was not to erase writing and 

the texts themselves, but rather to create many fake 

characters and a nonsensical text with a significantly 

monumental, legitimate, and classical form in a 

deconstrucrive way. On the other hand, through 

his complete avoidance of legibility in the text, Xu 

somehow removed all semantic significance from 

the splendid monument, a myth and symbol of 

aurhoriry. 

The space created in Xu Bing's work related to a 

traditional Chinese philosophical idea of"emptiness" 

(xu) or "nothingness" (wu), a crucial concept in 

Chan Buddhism and Daoism. In Chan thought, 

the moment of the realization of "emptiness" is 

the moment in a person's experience \\'hen the 

mind is opened to discover a richer realm of truth, 

namely cnlightcnmcm. "' Xu Bing's approach to 

me:rninglessness in his arr was apparently inAuenced 

by the concepts of xu and wu. He wrote in a short 

article: 

230 

For more chan a year I ceaselessly invcnccd, carved, 

and printed a sec of cwelve volumes of "Nonsense 

Writing" (A Book J,-0111 the Sky) which no one in 

this world can understand. ·1 he unbelievable amount 
oF work threw its audience into contusion. One ot 

my painter friends once told me about a "cra1.y" guy 
in his home village, who always went ouc co collecc 

waste paper at a certain hour. w,1shing these papers 

in a river, eardi.illy mounting them piece by piece, 

and chcn scoring chem under his bed afccr chcy had 

become dry and Hae. I choughc quicc a long cimc 

abour chis person's behavior. Finally I realized ch,u ic 
was a kind of "Qigong"-a kind of culcivacion of chc 

Dao. le was indeed a very powerful kind of"Qigong." 

[Ir cxcmplificsl an Eastern way of achiC'ving rn1c 
knowledge-ohraining sudden enlightenrnenc and 

correspondence with Nature hy endlessly experiencing 

a fixed point .... 

\lowadays the art world ha.s become an arena. \X1hat 

do I \\'ant from it? t landing one's work to .society is 
jusc like driving animals inco a slaughccrhousc. 'Jhc 

work no longer· belongs to me; ic has become rhe 

property of all chc people who have touched ic. le 
is now concrccc ,111d filchy. I hope to dcparc from ic, 
looking for somC'Ching diffrrcnc in a quicr place. :o 

While the Chinese conceptualises, such as 

Xu Bing, Wu Shanzhuan, and Huang Yongping, 

used ideas from traditional Chan Buddhism as a 

foundation of their contemporary arr approach, and 

saw Dadaism as a borrowed model of destruction, rhe 

concepts used hy these artists differ. for instance, the 

difference between Xu Bing and Huang Yongping 

parallels that between the Northern and Southern 

schools of Chan Buddhism. Xu's long period of 

labor to create an empty space of meaning may be 

compared to the Northern School of Chan, which 

emµhasiled gradual enlighcenment. '!he Southern 

School's emphasis on ~uddcn enlightenment is more 

like what we find in Huang Yongping's concept of 

Dada-like destruction and \Xlu Shanzhuan's natural 

and spontaneous juxtapositions. All of them, however, 

share rhe common idea of wu, or nonbeing and 

nothingness, based in traditional Daoist philosophy. 

And this concept of w11, as used by che anises, was not 

for the pure enjoyment of a traditional philosophical 

game; rather ir was for a deep expression of their 

feelings about comemporary reality. 

Xu Bing's second major installation was his 

Ghosts Po1111di11g the Wall, a three-story-high ink 

rubbing taken from a section of the Grear Wall. /\s 

displayed in rhe Elvehjem Museum at the University 

of Wisconsin in late 199 I, the work involved massive 

black-and-white scrolls hung from ceiling to floor 

across the building's central court. At the lower end 

was a mound of dirt that looked like a tomb, pinning 

rhe scrolls co the Aoor. ' 1 

Xu Bing and his crew labored in rhe Badaling 

Mountains in a rural area near Beijing for twenty-four 

days in 1990 to make impressions of the surface of the 

Great Wall, using a technique traditionally employed 

for reproducing fine carvings of calligraphy. Over the 

course of several monchs, che ink-smudged sheecs of 

Chinese paper were reassembled and mounted. For 

Xu, the expenditure of utmost effort was necessary to 

create an imposing psychological and physical space 

similar to the space of the Great Wall itself Yet the 

piled carrh of rhe romb ar the foor ofXu's paper Grear 

\'(fall is an obvious symbol of death. 1l1e confrontation 

between the splendid, if ghostly, paper represemation 

of the Great Wall and the nihilistic physical presence 

of the earthen grave mound raises doubts about the 

purpose of human effort, nor only questioning the 
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Figure 7.14 

Xu Biny, Ghosts Pou11dillg the Wall. 1990-1991. 

artist's replication of the rough and inelegant surface 

of che Crear Wall, bur more generally questioning all 

human effort, including the labor required for the 

conscruccion of che original Crear Wall. 

1n the twentieth century, the powerful image of 

the Grear Wall has become a symbol of the greamess 
of China, as it is one of the largest man-made 

constructions in che world and the product of cwo 
thousand years of lahor. During the Ami-Japanese 

War, it was also a symbol of national salvacion and 

defense against the invasion of rhe Japanese. After the 

founding of the People's RepublicofChina in 1949, the 

image of the Great Wall, along with certain industrial 

landscapes, symbolized a reunified, newborn modern 

srnrc. Recall rhat Shi Lu's 1954 painting 01angcheng 

w11i, or Beyond rhe Great Wall (sec figure 1.13), for 

instance, pictures the happiness of the Mongolian 

minoriry people in the uniry of the new modern China, 

Metaphor over Meaning 

Figure 7.15 

In 1990. Xu Bing and his crew spent twenty-four days making ink 

impressions ol the Great Wall for Ghosts Pounding rhe Wall. 

while exemplifying the enjoyment of modernization 

as symbolized by a railroad reaching the oucside of 

the Great Wall. The area beyond the Great Wall was 

traditionally a contested space becween che Han 

people and the northern nomads. But now the Han 

and che barbarians are unified. Since the Cultural 
Revolution, avant-garde artists have used the image, 

and even the sires, of the Great Wall to furchcr their 
new project of Chinese moderniry by amhivalencly 

using this symbol of nationalism. Thus, rhe Wall 

has become an ambiguous social force and powerful 

symbol of a nation chat needs modern strength, on 

one hand, and a conservative state-ideological power 

on che ocher. ·1 he Wall no longer exists as an eternal 

symbol of greatness; on che contrary, it is now seen 

as weak and dubious under the impact of Western 

modernization and the control of its own totalizing 

power. The skepticism adopted by the avanr-garde 
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and reflected in the Crear Wall project can be found 

in many performance works and conceprual arr 

projeccs dealing wich che \'v'all. For inscance, in a 

performance by a group of anises called Concept 21 

Group, the artists masqueraded as wounded people 

who were helpless against the powerful symbol of the 

Great Wall. 

Xu Bing may have been conveyi nga similar message 

in his installation. Scholarly research suggests that the 

Wall actually ·was builr over a much shorter period 

than popularly thought and that it was strategically 

useless as a defensive border in its own day.22 In his 

simulation of the Great 'Wall, Xu Bing embodies the 

meaninglessness of its construction through his own 

exhausting activity of pounding the wall with ink­

drenched wads of cloth. b·en the title Ghosts Po1111cli11g 
1hr Vv'a!l conveys the meaninglessness of human efl-ort, 

relating as it docs to a popular Chinese folktale in 

which a traveler, lost in the middle of the night, keeps 

walking in circles as if ghosts had built a wall around 

him to prevenr him from continuing in his chosen 

direction. In spire of its purported meaninglessness, 

Chinese soldiers guarding the Great Wall. 1933. 

232 7 

however, rhe ,vork echoes with meanings related to 

China's politics and social reality. 'lhe artist seems ro 

mock himself and the futility of his own exertions; he is 

unable, e\'en with extraordinary effort, to do anything 

about his own circumstances and environment, like 

his ancestors conlined by the harrier of the real wall 

or the traveler surrounded by an imaginary one. On 

the other hand, Xu's work could also be considered 

a strong criticism of the conservative authority in 

contemporary Chinese sociery. Xu noted that Gu 

Yanwu ( 1613-1682), a Chinese scholar, described the 

Grear Wall as rhe product of conservative minds, imenr 

on rhe impossible goal of closing China off from rhe 

rest of che world as if in a gianc garden: alchough che 

wall was strong and was guarded by a powerful military, 

rhe narure of humankind rendered its purpose futile. 

"lhe meaninglessness of the Grear Wall here evokes 

cultural confrontations of various kinds: bcrween the 

real creative power of China's ancient people and ics 

simulation by the contemporary artist; or bet\veen 

China's heritage of national greatness and its current 

real iry. 
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Concept 21 Group, Savi11g People from Death. one series of 

perfonnances on the Great Wall. 1988. 

Gu Wenda's The Pseudo-Characters, 1984-1986 

Cu \Xlenda has also been involved in an art- and 

language-based projecr since the mid-1980s. Gu 

was born in 1955 in Shanghai, and trained in the 

Departmcnr of Chinese Painting of the Zhejiang 

Academy of Fine Art in the early 1980s. Between 

1982 and 1985, Cu, who has great technical facility 

in traditional Chinese painting, tried to use modern 

\Xfestern forms, especially that of surrealism, to rem old 

traditional Chinese painting. Although he himself 

has largely abandoned traditional painting since, 

this µhase of his career did influence a generation of 

younger artist~, creating a new school of ink pain ring 
referred to as "universal currenc" (yuzhouli11). Gu's ink 

painring sryle has been recognized as a sort of "new 

scholarly painting" (xi11 x11ezhe huihua). However, 

after this phase. he applied his efforts to installation 

and conccprual arr. 

Unlike Wu Shanzhuan, who used language ro 

investigate the meaning of authorship, and Xu Bing, 

who devoted himself to revealing ~, meaningless 

Metaphor over Meaning 

language world by creating a monument of nonsense. 

Gu Wenda's language project aimed to destroy 

rhe underlying structure of rhe Chinese system of 

building characters while maintaining its calligraphic 

style, thus creating a conAicr between concept and 

aesthetic pleasure. 'this conflict expressed Cu's 

skepticism about human rational capability. He 

turned traditional archetypal calligraphy on its head. 

using upside-down, reversed, incorrectly written, and 

restructured characters on huge sheers of Chinese 

paper. His 1984-1986 series 7he Pseudo-Characters 

used splashed ink on rice paper. '[he strategy of Gu's 

destruction was to wrice calligraphy by imitating the 

style of classic masters, using nonsense (or wrong­

sense) characters. Once, he invited three women and 

three men to write the same Chinese character (ji11g. 
or '\rill") using an incorrect structure of rhe clements 

and their different individual styles. '!hen, like a 

traditional calligraphy reacher, Gu made red marks. 

using a circle ro mark a correction and a cross to 

indican: a mistake. In 1987, even in writings such as 

letters to friends and essays published in magazines. 
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Fiyure 7.18 

Gu Wenda, A World in Calm Observation 2, 1985. 

Figure 7.19 

Gu Wenda, Pse11do°Characters Series-Silence, 1986. 

234 Chapter 7 

Gu deliberarely puncruared rexrs ar random, 

consciously departing from conventional literary 

pracricesY Cu's skepricism abour language and his 

conceptual process encompassing the essence of the 

narure of things had a special resonance in Chinese 

culture, because the written language is ideographic 

rarl1<:r than alphabetic Therefore, th<: Chines<: 

language is imbued with fur greater metaphysical 

meaning than \'(/csrern wtirrcn languages. Wirh The 

Pseudo-Characters, Gu sought to destroy the system 

of synrax and grammar that carried so many aesrheric 

and culruraJ connotations for so many millennia in 
traditional Chinese society. 

The New Mark Group and Its Tactile Art 

Yer another way co undermine the significance of 

concepts, language, and authorship was adopted 

by the ew Mark Croup, which consisted of three 

artists-Wang Luya.n, Chen Shaoping, a.nd Gu 

Dexin-who worked on the Neu,, Analysis project 

for eighr years, from 1987 ro 1995. Decrying rhe 

individualism of contemporary art, they sought 

to expunge subjecrivicy by creating a rationalized 

discipline to order the artist's mind. The group 

developed a sec of rules agreed upon hy all three 

artists before they began to make objects. Their first 
group project w:is Tt1ctiLe Art ( Omjuf' yiJl,u) of 1988, 

which was a series of diagrams variously showing 

1empern1ures, rhe sizes nf -~p;1ces, ;rnd rhe ciregories 

of human feelings. rl he viewer is meant to examine 

and judge rhe darn presented in rhc di;1grams. 

What the anises of the groLtp sought to achieve 

in the 'fizctile Art project was ro liquidate rationality 

directed by language, which can only handle certain 

kinds of" conceprs. Alrhough 'liirtile Art srill used 

these concepts, as Chinese characters and numbers 
appe,ired in rhe dh1grams, ,heir r1111clinn w;1s Ill 

awaken the sleeping tactile sense and liberate it from 
various cnnstrainrs, such as goals and concepcs, i11 

order to endow the tactile sense with new significance. 
1l1e ch:iracrers and numhers indicaring temperatures 

and feelings in the diagrams, such as shiwai ershili11 

du (exterior 26 degrees) and Jhou wo shou (hand 

in hand), "arc not about themes, descriptions, 

liappi11ess, sadness, anger, or pleasure; neither 

arc they about truth itself, nor rhyming schemes, 
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The New Mark Group (Wang Luyan, Chen Shaoping, Gu Dexin), 

Tactile Art, 1988. 
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phonetics, forms, expressions, rhythm, incuitions, 

illusions, consciousness, or unconsciousness. Rather, 

they arc a pure, delicate, and thorough contact 

between human body and outside world."!• 'lhis 

presented an extremely closed, individual experience 

with maximum freedom. "!here was no need ro 

communicate and exchange meaning, wherein lies 

the project's essential significance. According ro 

Wang Luyan. tactile arr was nor something used by 

the artists to show off, bur was the fastest, most direct 

approach that could arouse a universal reaction from 

all people. 'lhe artists arc 110 difforenr from people ar 

large; they no longer inAuence or rorrncnc the public 

with extremely narrow cerrns, like arc chat seeks a 

unique individual character. 

In che conclusion of che group's manifesto, 

Wang l.uyan wrore, "'I hey and ochers exisr roger her 

in a tranquil and pure space of caccile art with 

no explanations, undcrsranding, exploration, or 

communication. ·1 hose vulgar and meaningless 

phenomena, such :1s condescending :1rrisrs making 

indiscreet remarks, creating a man-made gap, are 

gone. ·1 here is no incomprehensibility, no liking and 

disliking. What the artists and common people get 

is maximum freedom and rclaxacion, which can be 

easily obtained by relaxing yourself "lhrough the 

boundless space of racrile arr, arrisrs and people in 

general alike will own a free and new kingdom."!'> 

Gray Humor and the Pool Society 

In 1985, an important avant-garde group led by 

Zhang Peili and Ccng Jianyi was established in 

Hang?hou, one of rhe most important ancien r capital 

cities in China. 'lhe city was located on the shore of 
\Xlest Lake (Xihu), one of the most famous traditional 

landscape sires in China. In rhe early rwenrierh 

century, the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arc, under 

its former name of Hangzhou National Academy of 
Art (llangzhou guoli yizhuan), played an important 

role in the modern Chinese arr movements of rhe 

early rwenrierh cenrury. Some leading Chinese anises 

of char movement, such as Lin Fengmian, the first 

director of Hangzhou \!arional Academy of Arr, were 

ambitious to found a new modern Chinese arr system 

by combining traditional art wirh Western modern 

arr, and chis concept inAuenced many generations 
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of Chinese arcisrs 111 rhe rwenriech century. Some 

artists involved in the lcfc-wing woodcut movement 

of rhc I 930s, such as Hu Yichuan and Jiang Feng, 

were trained in the l langzhou ~arional Academy of 

/\re and lacer participated in the Anti-Japanese War 

and in Mao's revolution ar his famous communise 

base in Yan'an during che 1930s and 1940s. Almost 

forty years later, a new generation of avant-garde 

artists trained at the Zhejiang Academy of fine Art 

rook another step coward a revolution in art when 

they pbyed leading roles in the '85 Movement. 

Huang Yongping, Gu Wenda, Wu Shanzhuan, Wang 

Guangyi, Zhang Peili, and Gengjianyi, whom I have 

mentioned above, all graduated from the Zhejiang 

Academy of hne Art and founded some of rhe 

most inAuenrial avant-garde groups, such as Huang 

Yongping's Xiamen Dada and Wang Cuangyi's 

Northern Art Group. 

Two of chc leading anises of the '85 Movement, 

Zhang Peili and Geng Jianyi, devoted themselves co 
a Hangzhou-b:1sed avanr-g:1rde movement from rhe 

middle of the l 980s into the l 990s. Tiwy created 

numerous :1rrworks in v:1rious media including 

painting, installation, performance, and conceptual 

arr. Regardless of the specific significance of using 

different media, the group of arrisrs around chem, 

called che Pool Society (Chishe), was characterized 

by two major points. First, they opposed rhc 

notion that art should function to bring happiness 

and pleasure to the public; instead, they employed 

different painting styles, materials, and rules ro try 

co find any means of making che audience uneasy. 

Geng Jianyi said, "Basically, we arc opposed to the 

simple American-style happiness which seems ro 

be a beautiful scare, a scare changing from life co 
death, thus a state of escapism. If we create a form 

which brings about sleepiness in the audience, that 

would be a debacle for us."'<, Second, they recognized 

that most people were accustomed to emotionless 
behavior, preferring a life without vitality and fresh 

air, while categorizing all existing art forms into a 

ser parrern of knowledge. ·1 herefore, what rhe Pool 

Society did was co create conceptual craps chat would 

imitate what they considered insensitive reality by 

exploiting certain numb images and boring rules, 

all in order co stimulate people ro engage with their 

arr. ·1 hey played chis serious game wirh materials and 
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language to closely investigate the difference between 

human contact and isolation, as well as to expose the 

human condition from a demystification viewpoim. 

Soon after he graduated from the Zhejiang 

Academy in 1984, Zhang Peili and his fellow young 

artists Zha Li, Bao Jianfei, Song Ling, Wang Qiang, 

and Xu Jin founded a group called the Youth Creative 

Society ( Qh111i11,1 ch1111ngz110 she). Demonstrating an 

admiration for modem ideas and rationalist language 

oriented toward anti-expressionism, rhc Youth 

Creative Society's first group exhibirion was entitled 

'"85 :---Jew Space" ("Bawu xinkongjian"). le opened in 

the Gallery of the Zhejiang Academy of fine An on 

December 2, 1985. Twelve artists, including Zhang 

Peili and Geng Jianyi, parricipared in chis show, 

which feawred fifty-three examples of'·gray humor" 

paintings. 

Zhang Peili was born l 957 in Hangzhou, 

Zhejiang province. He has taught in rhe Hangzhou 

School of Graphic Arr since 1984. Jn the 1985 
exhibition he displayed four oil paintings on two 

different topics: music and swimming. In his PIMse 
Enjoy Jazz (Qi11g xinsh1111g jueshiyue), a drummer 

standing stiffly and a rigidly sining trumpeter exist 

in a triangular composition, without scnrimenraliry, 

in a dark gray, empty, and unspecific background. 

Similar in style, S111i111mi11g ( Yongzhe) and Sum111er 

Swimming (Zhongxia de yo11gzhe) transform a 

familiar urban space into an inanimate cosmos­

planer space where people live indifferently as if they 

were mechanomorphic human beings. 

Geng Jianyi was born in /,hengzhou, Henan 

province, in 1962. l le graduated from the Zhejiang 

Academy of Fine Art in I 985 and ha~ taught in the 

Zhejiang Silk College. In the '"85 N"ew Space" show, 

CengJianyi's '/he hrst Hr,ircut i11 i/;e Summa of 1985 

( Yijiu b11wu11ia11 xiaji de di)'ige gua11gtou) presented a 

person getting a haircut in a cosmic space, instead of 

in a barbershop. 
We may characterize chis group of pain rings as 

"gray humor" (h11ise you mo), as they are definitively 

marked by a cynical tone. Reacting to an inevitable, 

bur unfamiliar, urban modernization and the 

consequent alienation among people, and between 

society and the individual, this trend formulated 

human figures ot various classifications while 

Metaphor over Meaning 

generalizing them with indifference and numbness. 

'lhese paintings presented a neutralizing attitude 

and a new realistic technique that duplicated the 

referent, nor to represent bur rather to project it into 

a decontexualized fr01.en moment in rime. ")hen the 

real, or original, referents become slightly surreal 

and a distance is created between artist, image, 

and audience. ·1 he artists attempted to shock the 

public through cynical and insensitive images that 

allegorized reality. In a statemenr, Zhang Peili said, 

"I refuse ro give the audience any comfortable means 

of appreciation or aesthetic pleasure in my work. 

'lhe images in my paintings arc lashing people with 

a heavy whip in order to wake up their numb minds 
and insensitive condition."'" 

Afcer a number of intense discussions, Zhang 

Peili, Geng Ji:rnyi, Song Ling, Bao Jianfei, Wang 

Qiang, and \Xiang Ying founded an artists' group 

called the Pool Society on May 27, 1986. ·1 hey 

felt the need to find a new way to continue their 

explorations after the accomplishments ot the '"85 

New Space" exhibition. In their announcement ot 

the founding of the Pool Society, they said, "\Xie 

seek to ultimately express our ideas. We attempt to 

have a pure experience in searching for an intuitive 

condition. We will formulate our practice in any 

useful way, whether traditional or contemporary, 

unique or common. We arc concerned that the 

process of chc praccicc involve everybody's inccrcsc. 

regardless of the specific material goal of artistic 

creation."·'' 

'I he name ]>ool is a metaphor ot a condition 

of enlightenment, a situation of intermixture. ']he 

following is excerpted from the manifesto of· the Pool 

Society: 

Art is a pool. 

Our survival relics on carbohydrates. 

\X'har we arc doing is nor wh,1t we wanr ro do, bur 

what we muse do, 

Om bodies arc complcccly dusty. 

Can people benefit from arr activity? 

Is arrn·ork for appreci.ttion .ind visual pleasure? 

\Xie pursue ,1 proper purification. 
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Figure 7.21 

Zheng Pei Ii, Please Enioy Jazz, 1985. 

Figure 7.22 

Zhang Peili, Swimming, 1985. 

Figure 7.23 

Geng Jianyi, Tha First Haircut in tha Summar of 1985, 1985. 
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Figure 7.24 

Pool Society, The Travelers in a Green Space No. 2, 1986. 

Figure 7.25 

Geng Jianyi and Song Ling, King and Queen No. 3, 1986. 
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Our thinking is strt\1111-of-consciousness and 

ii-rational. 

\Xie strive ro catch up with our intuitive energy. 

·1hc.: alienation of art is r;ttion,11, mc.:chanicaL and 

rc.:pro<luction is <lc.:termined hy certain pragmatic 

go:lis. 

\Xie intend to reach the sublime moment when we 
are tired buc excited. 

Ir is imµorcam co gee into fusion. 

I las anrbody ever experienced a sore of rational 
impulse? 

·1 he mo men c of fusion makes you thrilled, and a 

wakening momem enlighcens you. 

\Xie admire connotations on a "'high level," and p,1y 

great am:ncion to chem. 

·1 he result is less important. ·1 he pl.in will come to 

fruition, if there is a seed. 

Truth c111nor be verbalized.''' 

·1 he firsr group acriviry of rhe Pool Society rook place 

from 9:00 a.m. 011 June 1 ro 4:00 p.m. 011 June 2, 

1986. in Hangzhou. ·1 he project was called Yr111gs 
'f'niqi Series No. I ( Ya11g-SzJ1/e 'fiziqi), wirh rwelve 

individual µieces, each of which were three meters 

high, consisring of diagrams in rhe form of paµer 

cuts reµresenring the twelve different programs of 

the Yang style of the martial arr tttiqi (tai chi). 'the 

panels were posced on a wall on Nianshan Road, 

located on the shore of Wesr Lake.:. The arr is rs of the 

Pool Society were very excired about this nonprofit, 

purely spiritual activity. Zhang Peili said, "It was 

nor a novel gaming activity, nor a well-designed 

expcrimenral arc pro jeer; invas an honcsr and natural 

di:1.logue berween rhe :1.rrists :1.11d the people walking 

on the srreer.".\0 According ro Geng Jianyi, however, 

the work was nor created just for the enjoyment 
and happiness of arrists and audience. Rather, rhcy 

artempred to create somerhing strong and obviously 

strange enough ro stimulate the :1.udience.11 five 

months later, a similar projccc, entitled The Travelers 

i11 a Green Space No. 2 (/,use kongjian zhong de 

xingzhe, dierhao) was completed by the group. :'-Jine 

paper-cur diagrams of Yang-style arr were hung on 

rhe rrees in some woods near Wesr Lake. 1~ 

Metaphor over Meaning 

Around rhe same rime, rhe Pool Sociery arrisrs 

did rwo performances. One was called King mid 

Quem No. 3 (Guowang he wanghou disa11hao), in 

which rhe artists Geng Jianyi and Song Ling were 

wrapped with newspaper while sirring on a similar 

newspaper-wrapped branch. ·1 he "king" and "queen" 

assumed many differenr posirions, while gesruring 

as if they were mechanomorphic persons made 

of newspaper. ·1he other performance was called 

Baptism No. 4 (Xiii disihao). Song Ling cnrered a 

wooden box, and orhcr arrists pur newspapers in ir 

until Song was complercly buried by the papers. 1
·' 

Song Ling, Baptism No. 4, 1986. 
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Metaphorical Abuse in the Reception of Art: Works by 

Zhang Peili and Geng Jianyi in the Late 1980s 

From 1987 to 1989. Zhang Pcili and Geng Jianyi 

created a number of paintings, inst::tllations, and 

conceptual proposals. Most notably, Zhang painted 

a series of oil paintings called the X? Series (X? xilie). 
') he primary images in the paintings are clinic::tl ch::tirs 

and gloves. Before he started ro painr, he wrote down 

a series of steps in order, which he intended to strictly 

follow. f le duplicated photographs of hospiral-

1 ike clinical chairs and surgical gloves in about one 

hundred brgeoil paintings in which numbers marked 

on the canvas point to dilferent parts of the subject, 

all of which related to a methodical set of paint-by­

numbers instructions. Zhang then published these 

instructions in an article that also laid down strict 

conditions for the dispb.y and viewing of the X? Series. 

For instance, only visitors taller than 4'3"and shorter 

than 5 '8" were robe admitted to the exhibition. People 

wearing colors from the red and yellow color family 

as well as lovers and couples were not allowed to visit 

Zhang Pei Ii. X? Series. 1986. 
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it. 'lhe visitors had to follow a set route rhrough the 

exhibition, and discussion was prohibited.'' Zhang's 

work commonly dealt with states of helplessness and 

pain, using forms derived from the world of clinical 

medical apparatuses as the leitmotif. In this series, 

his punitive acriwde toward the viewers was believed 

ro be a reaction ro previous public apathy expressed 

during his earlier public art projects. 

In 1988, Zhang Peili created a performance/ 

object work entitled A Report 011 the I lepatitis 

!11fec1io11 i11 J9RR (G11r111y11 )'iji11hr1httnit111 jittgtt11 

ch11r111rr111 df brrogno). An installation of rhe same ride 

made of glass, surgical gloves, lacquer, and plaster 

powder was displayed in the "China/Avant-Garde" 

exhibition in 1989. In his childhood, Zhang had 

experienced a prolonged illness, and during that 

time he was touched only by people wearing surgical 

gloves. Gloves became an obsessive lexical maker of 

traumatic memory for him. ')hey signified a poinr of 

contact that was simultaneously a point of isolation. 

During the hepatitis epidemic of 1988, Zhang senr 

a series of anonymous parcels conraini ng surgical 
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Figure 7.28 

Zhang Peili, A Repon on rhe Hepatiris lnfecrion in 1988, 1988. 

figure 7 .'J!J 

Zhang Peili. A Repon on rhe Hepstiris Infection in 1988, detail. 1988. 

Metaphor over Meaning 

Figure 7.30 

Zhang Peili, Brow11 Book #1, 1988. 

rubber gloves, or pares of gloves, co important figures 

in rhe Chinese arr world. The lasr consignment 

included a letter informing them that the parcels had 
nothing to do wid1 their moral behavior, bur thar 

rhey must no1 rry rn co111;1cr the other recipients nr 

the sendcr. 3~ 1 his installation/performance project 

was called nrnwn nook#! (HPpishu yih110). 

After lace 1988, Zhang Pcili and Geng Jianyi 

srarrecl ro pay more ;Hrenrion ro real cnmmunicarion, 

bur in a very cynical and allegorical way. Zhang 

spelled our his approach in che following sracemenc: 
"The undertaking of an exrreme anri-arr project, 

ex1tnding d1t gruu11ds ur ani~1ic language ;n1d 

expanding media, seems to offer numerous 

pnssihili1ies: hill in ac11wliry, wh;11 we really c;111 

select and make use of for our own purposes is 

limired. In rhe end, economy and sparseness of 

language [arc] a virruc."36 All of Zhang's projects 

dramatize this communicational reality. From 1987 

to l 'J88, he began to construct harsh, and extremely 

rigid, rule., governing 1he exhibi1iun and vitwi11g of 

his arrworks. After Brown Hook #1, Zhang created a 

simihir project nilled Art Plan #2 (Yishujihwi erh1w). 

Also dating from 1987, it was a twenty-page list of 

instructions. According Lo Zhang, this insLruCLional 

plan concerned talking and peeping. "!he whole plan 

included eight pares: 1. Talking, peeping, the right 

of talking and the right of peeping. 2. The nature, 

rights, duties and number of talkers, peepers, and 
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Figure 7 .'32 

Geng Jianyi, Sscond Stats. 1987. 

supervisors. 3. Procedures to select talkers, peepers, 

and supervisors. 4. A description of the talking room 

and the peeping room. 5. A description of the talking 

proc:edure. 6. Rules for talking am! peeping. 7. 
Prohibitions. 8. Directions. ln each part of the plan, 

Zhang specified in minute and tedious detail the 

conditions under which people should be admitted 

co an art exhibition. For instance, visitors must again 

be railer than 4'3" and shorter than 5'8"; they should 

nor speak, and they were required to follow a marked 

route with mathem::itical precision. 

Elsewhere, in 1987, Geng Jianyi painted a set 

of large oils entitled Second State. Each painting 

portrayed rhe face of his colleague Song Baoguo, 

another leading avant-garde artist and a teacher at the 

Zhejiang Academy of fine Arr. ·1 he paintings show 

a huge, robotic face chat seems to be grimacing, but 

acmally is an overemphasized and exaggerated image 

of Song's visage in differcnr momcnrs of laughing. The 

complete hysteria presented by the paintings is caused, 

not by an excessive or uncontrollable emotion, such as 

fear or panic, bur rather by a rational, controlled, and 

highly cynical attitude. Geng Jianyi painted this series 

in many different formats. He composed different 

worb with various numbers of panels; the largest 

consists of four panels. ·11,e viewer may think that the 

paintings focus on cmharrassing situations of everyday 

life, or the portrayal of alienation and the hypocrisy 

of human relarionships. 11,e approach of (;eng Jianyi 

was "the principle of attack," targeting accepted 

Metaphor over Meaning 

norms of behavior and everyday rules. 11 In Geng's 

own sratemenr written 011 August 20, 1987, when he 

and two other artists of the Pool Society, Zhang Pei Ii 

am! Song Ling, all began new painting series, he raised 

four major points to explain the paintings: 

I. Principle of thriftiness i11 ushl!( color Years 
of research on color has distanced us from the 
intoxication of color. and we no longer care about 
psychological pleasures. In creating a series of works, 
the Pool Socicry confines its use of colors co three 
kinds, rendering paintings virtually in monochrome 
by careful manipulation of them. We have a 
rhcorccical backing for insisring upon rhis approach, 
i.e., drawing che audience's arrencion co monochrome 
form that belongs co a spiritual sphere. We have 
always believed in our ability to catch the function of 
solid and srable forms. 'this does nor mean rhar rhe 
Pool Sociery ignores colors. All of us used to employ 
a myriad of colors ro express rhe shapes of feelings 
and wonderful rhyrhms rn m:ikc rhc m1clicncc rcl~xcd 
,iml joyf11I. It is 011ly hea111se we 110 lo11ger need a 
settse of Aowi11g. Ti, he exau, rhe Pool ~ociery in 

d1oosing this <lireuiott (very <lecisively) has 111a<le a 
sacrifice, ru1111i11g cou111er LO the prittciple of ~e11sual 
pleasure held by most people. We hope LO use our 
princi pie of rhrifo ness w appeal co rhe audience on 
rhe rneraphysical pbne. 

2. Directness Aside from presenting a strong sense 
of scale, it creates, most imporcanrly, nearsightedness 
in the audience Vimhi)'ltn de g11r111zho11g]. When 
people discern all the details within the prc.~cribcd 
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focal distance (or they arc too nearsighted to sec 

anything), they arc forced into reaction, that do 

not corrn: out in a natural way. We arc fully ,twarc 

of wrong judgment, resulting from the fact that 

audience members rend co fill gJp, by subconsciously 

utili1i11g their p,1sr life and aesrheric experiences. Ir is 

nor our imenrion co saris~' some in the audience who 

tend co regard themselves ,1s experts and arc interested 

in conrinuing to incrt"ase their knowledge. ·1hcrc used 

co be a lukewarm, ambiguous relationship bcrween 

arrworh and audiences. which enhanced the desire 

ro acquirt: knowlt:dgt: and otht:r unht:alrhy habits of 

the audience. \X1hat we want to promote is a direct 

relationship with the audience, which can serve co 

eliminate che possibility of misunderstanding. ·1he 

rc,1etion on the part of the audience c.1n only be 

genuine in this rcLuionship, coming from their gut 

instincts rather than from knowledge. 

.3. Wirhour collnnmr Of all du: approaches, the 

creative process of rhe Pool Society is the simplest and 

best-knit. l·irst of all, various images arc crc:1tcd our 

of medical insrn11rn:nrs. expressive tools, and species 

of life. 'lhe imag<'s :m: then made perm:mcnt by ,1 

camera before being rnbrgcd in scale and their gaps 

filled with coordinates. Efforts arc made to avoid anr 

"traffic accident·• whenever rhe brnsh is applied and 

during rhe connecting process, so clue che painrings 

look very objective, without the vicalicy of life. lt is 

presenting only an invcsrigarivc report clue contains 

norhing but facrs. \Ve arc only concerned with its 

:tutht:nticity and t:xactnt:ss. 

4. Reperirious fimcrio11 \Xlhat makes X.?, Sem11rl 

.'lrtue, and M1,1111i11gll'SS Choi/"/' I \Vi~)'~}'i r/1, x111111zel 

markedly diffrrenc from customary p.tintings 011 

canvas? No component painting in any of rhcsc series 

is valid as an indcpcndenr cnrity. ·1hcy have to be 

connecrcd with chcochcrs co form a unified whole. As 

a result. repetition is inevitJblc. Any form will rcpe,1t 

irs pasr manifcsrarions in a slightly different manner; 

rhis is similar to the forms common in religious riruals. 

\Xie believe rhis is also a pure arr approach. Let us 

look at the reperi tious effect of various rdigious ritt:s. 

Ranging from simibr acrirt:, behaviors, or hannt:rs ro 

rhe repetitious ringing of bdls, speaking of slog:1ns, 

nonstop singing of hymns, ,111d dancing, the rites 

have made counrless souls excited by their infiltrating 

power. ·1 hey muse a sponrnneous conditioned 

reflex; yet the)' also bring people back co rhcir pasr, 

mysrerious experiences. \Xie arc also considering whar 

effects the repetition employed by rhc Pool Society 

can have on us. 

Zhang Peili's X.? Series is co be composed of 144 

single paintings (:1nd include the spatial elft:ct of the 

room i11 which they an; hung); only six of them have 

been .tccomplishcd to date. ·1 hrce compo11e11ts of 

Mem1i11gless Choice by Song Ling. Ox, Sheep, ,rnd 

Dog, have been finished. Similarly, only four painrings 

(a parallel group) in che Seco11d St11te by Geng Jianyi 

have been finished.'' 

In 1987 and 1988, Ceng Jianyi also created 

several game-based works, to structure an alternative 

relationship berween rhe people who were involved as 

audience and rhose involved as parr of Geng's work, 

mostly the viewer and the viewed. One of these, 

from 1987, is called T11p Water F11ctoiy: A M11tu11l(J1 
Voyeuristic b1S111f!11tio11. In a classroom, Geng builr a 

walled space with frames around cuts in the walls, and 

invired rhe audience ro participate as borh rhe viewers 

and those who are vit:wed. 'lhose people looking 

in from outside were idenrined as the audience, 

who looked upon an exhibition with many subjects 

derived from the idea of I Icll framed in rhe Western 

classical manner. '!he people looking our from inside 

were framed as individual portraits and thus became 

part of the "paintings." ·1 he title implied rhar the Aow 

between insiders and outsiders might be a metaphor 

of rhe cycle of water moving in a water work. And 

rhe changing position of each person from outsider 

to insider demonstrated an alrernarive space, where 

the subject-object relationship, encompassed by 

traditional modes of spectarorship, was questioned. 

In 1988, as rhe "China/Avant-Garde'' exhibition 

was being organized for the National Arr Museum 

of China, Geng co-oprcd curatorial audioriry from 

rhe organizing committee by sending invitations ro 

some one hundred artists, requesting biographical 

information and deliberately misrepresenting himself 

as an organizer of the show. Most artists filled our 

rht: forms, either honestly or cynically, and returned 

rhem. Geng then exhibited them as a conceptual 

artwork entitled In11estig11tive Forms (Di110 ch11bi110) ac 

a well-attended art conference (which included many 

of rhe arcisrs duped by Ceng's game). He thereby 

allowed the public, rather than a panel of judges, 

to determine rhe merit~ of each enrry. Some of the 

artists, such as Huang Yongping and Wu Shanzhuan, 

gave cynical responses, as seen in rhe translations of 

their complered information forms. 

Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



Figure 7.33 

Song ling, MBa11i11gfBss ChoicB No. 1, 1987. 

Figure 7.34 

Geng Jianyi, Tap Water Factory: A Mutually 

Voyeuristic l11steffetion. 1987. 
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In rhe early I 990s, Geng J ianyi's i nvesrigarion 

of rhe relationships berween artworks, arrisrs, 

and rhe public in convencional exhibition spaces 

changed direction as rhe Chinese social structure was 

changing. He began to pay attention to broader and 

more complicated relationships, nor only between 

people and arr objects bur also between people and rhe 

social system, as chose relationships were manifested 

in art institutions. A newly cynical approach might 

be indicated in a stacemenr Geng wrote in 1991: 

I used co chink rhar ,1 complcrc<l artwork ,,as like 

rhe completed act of raking a piss: when ir's finished 
ir's finished-you don'r go carrying rhc conrencs of 

chc chamber poc around wich you. Bue now chings 

arc different, you c,111't just take a piss whenever you 
like anymore and be done wich ic. • I here are speed 

bathrooms, akin co museums :111d :ire galleries, who 

w:rnr co expose you in your mmr basic acts. 1\nd 

doesn't everybody now acccpr chis sicuarion as normal? 

'] he people going in for a look arc all very interested, 
comparing who is big and who is small. I low is ir rh,n I 

was born in chis age of insrirurions? And how is it char I 
wanr robe proclaimed rhc champ? Ir's really a shame.,., 

'I his shift, from the conceptual focus of his early work 

of rhe '80s ro rhe invesrigarion of :i.lienarion produced 

by materialism :i.mong metropolitan people, can be 

found in many of Ceng's performance/inscallacion 

projects of the 1990s. For instance, in 1994, his 

Re11s011ahfe Relationship was done in connection 

with a group project, November 26 as a Re11so11 

(Shzyi JIii' 1'r.l"hili11 ri ZIIOl//l'i liyou), which required 

that tht: participants crt:att: a work dt:aling with tht: 

events taking place on that specific day. RMs01lllhle 

Relario11ship is a record of a performance process, in 

which Ceng hired a woman he mer on rhe streets of 

Hangzhou, his hometown, ro "observe rhe streets of 

Shanghai." lit: signt:d a contract with ht:r dt:tailing 

her duties and salary. 1he woman was ro report rhe 

things she saw, and che people she communicated 

with, by submitting physical evidence such as 

phoros, rickets, receipts, and rhe like. 'lhrough rhe 

work, Geng wanted to reveal rhe reality of people's 

urban lives, which could only be demonstrated by 

material evidence: he believed that people could not 

communicate with each other in a nonurilirarian 

way except through conrracr,"> 
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Geng Jianyi, Investigative Forms-Huang Yongping, 1988. 
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Geng Jianyi, Hiring Contract iii Reasonable Relationship, 1994. 

Metaphor over Meaning 251 Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.145.173.67



Part Three 

The Post-'85 Avant-Garde 
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