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Questioning Chinese Contemporary Art Language

Written by Deng Pingxiang

If 1980, 1985 and 1990 can be considered three landmark years for Chinese contemporary art, the year 2010 could also
be categorized as just such a turning point.

What are the characteristics of this year? This question should be of interest to all artists who consider themselves
dedicated to contemporary art. It is generally acknowledged that since 2009 China has been caught up in the worldwide
financial crisis. Contemporary art is inevitably influenced by financial forces and it has been hard hit since the financial
system experienced a sharp downturn during this period. Chinese contemporary art naturally follows this trend, however it
seems a little more complicated due to the various problems it faces. These include external pressures, such as political,
social and marketing problems; ontological questions, such as its cultural identity, spiritual background, supports and
resources; as well as social criticism and emotional inspiration. As | see it, the most important reasons for today's perplexing
situation arise from external problems: firstly, a strong dependence on foreign capital and secondly, a renewed focus on
social criticism and emotional inspiration. Chinese contemporary art originated and developed from European and American
art — the cradle of contemporary art. In Europe, social criticism and cultural resistance have long been inspiring elements
in the arts, and this can also be said of China. One difference, however, is that the arts of European countries came to rely
on the support of capital at a relatively late stage. People with a general knowledge of art history often understand this from
those often told stirring and solemn stories. In contrast, the accumulation of Chinese capital has suddenly skyrocketed,
which has greatly exceeded even the imaginations of the Chinese people. Facing this abnormally rapid growth, some are
too startled to accept it; some are furious about its injustices while others merely feel depressed. Some people even believe
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) are manipulating matters behind the scenes in a plot to help Western countries
subvert China. The “conspiracy theory” believers confidently think that they have already found the vital and vulnerable part
of Chinese contemporary art. However, times have already changed. The authorities pretend not to hear or understand
some theorists’ principles as they too change with the times. By following these theories, the negative mentality already
established in Chinese society and logical thinking — “the more it is prohibited, the better it is” (also a way of political
resistance) will in turn promote “unconventional” art, pushing prices of such artworks higher and higher. Governmental
officials are not so stupid as to “add fuel to the flames”, so instead they have settled on a good strategy, that is, to separate
Chinese contemporary art from ideology and to integrate it with the market. This policy not only helps them earn money, but
also improves and promotes an image of a government willing to provide space for art to develop freely. Why wouldn't they
be happy with this win-win result? The economic and political strategies of a capitalistic market easily sidestep any violent
clashes that may have occurred if the authorities had strictly followed the old routine.

However, this doesn’t mean artists can behave arbitrarily, flaunting their artistic freedoms in the face of the authorities.
Proof of this can be seen in the closure of the 798 Art District on a number of occasions. News and messages concerning
things that have happened in the 798 Art District spread widely among the public. All these are the visualized external
problems of Chinese contemporary art.

In this short preface, | want to mainly focus on the ontological problems of contemporary art, as they are the artists’ true
business and can be controlled by artists themselves. It is said that no matter how historically popular an article is, the writer
is the only one who really knows the gains and losses in the process of creation. Contemporary art is also an “article”. It is
neither price nor fame that is most important, but rather every contemporary artist's attitude towards art history. If using the
term “art history” seems too lofty, | could perhaps replace this word with “self-satisfaction”. As it has been said in ancient
poems, “It takes three years to finish only two lines of a poem and the poet can't help weeping when reading them again” and *|
am dedicated to my pursuits at all costs’.

Thus, the theme of this preface emerges: the problems of the contemporary art language.

What are the problems of the contemporary art language? Can they even be regarded as problems? Does this language
belong to the concept of classical art? If contemporary art is only concerned with concept, then what does this language
refer to?

These questions are prevalent in contemporary art, misleading many inexperienced young artists, and bringing down
some artists who lack the power of critical thinking or sufficient knowledge.

I'd like to pose some further questions. Is art a kind of expression? If it is, how and by which means does it express? In
fact, it is language and form that decide the quality and artistic content of expression.

Recently, a famous German sinologist Wolfgang Kubin attracted a great deal of attention due to remarks he gave
regarding Chinese contemporary literature, particularly novels, most of which he denounced in harsh terms. This enraged
many Chinese contemporary literati and stirred up hot debate in the literary world.

Kubin expressed that most Chinese contemporary novels were “garbage” and no contemporary authors could compare



