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Shen Shaomin’s Artistic Path

Wu Hung
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If we take the 1979 Stars exhibition as the starting
point for experimental art in China, then this kind
of art has already charted a thirty-year course.
Alongside of its artistic development has been
the continual unfolding of research and reviews
of its historical experiences. Most of the earlier
writings adopted a macroscopic lens, concentrating
on discussions of different trends, groups, and
schools of styles. Thus, centralized concepts like
"85 Art New Wave,” “"New Generation,” and
“Political Pop” contributed to the elements and
frameworks of historical narrative and analysis.
These phenomena were particularly evident in
Western introductions to contemporary Chinese
art: to most Western critics, Chinese experimental
art (or “avant-garde art” ) was first and
foremost a collective “Post-Cold War” or “Post-
Cultural Revolution” socio-political phenomenon,
rather than an assemblage of artists” individual
explorations and creations. With this as their
premise, art historical writings on contemporary
Chinese art were vastly different from accounts
of the West' s own contemporary art history.
Although the latter also made demarcations among

styles and trends, these divisions were based on

an established foundation of research, rooted in
numerous case studies of individual artists. In
this kind of art historical writing, artists—and not

groups or trends—furnished a concrete foundation.

In light of this discrepancy, since the 1990s I have
continually advocated the in-depth research of
artists who demonstrate considerable individuality
and creativity. An important reason being that
although Chinese artists of similar age often
grow up within common social and political
environments, their specific experiences remain
distinct. The environs in which they are raised, the
education that they receive, and their individual
artistic aspirations have even greater differences.
The curating of an exhibition and writing of a
catalogue—one that possesses substance and a
point of view—must first begin with the collection
of primary resources, including detailed interviews
and research of the artist” s works, sketches,
notes, and plans. Only in this way are we able to
understand the artist” s particular family and
educational background, his influences growing up,
and the unique fondness and understanding that

he bears towards art, and from there interpret



_ the specific characteristics of the work. Only by

first viewing contemporary art as an individual'

s creations, can critics and art historians have

the foundation for furthering sociology or the

integration or abstraction of artistic styles.

This belief is also the rationale driving my
curating of Shen Shaomin’ s exhibition series
Between Heaven and Earth. Like a symphony
composed of four movements, this series is made
up of four independent, though correspofiding,
works exhibited simultaneously in four Iocétions
in Beijing. (These four works are: Tiana&nmen
at the Today Art Museum, Kowtow Pump at
the Tang Contemporary Art Center, Bonsai at
th‘e Courtyard Gallery, and Fighter-X at the
Platform China Contemporary Art Institute).
This catalogue serves as one organic component
of the curatorial program. Its intent is to offer
a systematic introduction to the background and
thought processes behind these four works, while
at the same time positioning them within the larger
backdrop of the artist’ s own artistic career. For
* this purpose, I have spoken with Shen Shaomin

on numerous occasions, from formal interviews

~ to discussions in his studio. The contents of those

talks have been organized in the section of this
catalogue called “Art is Inseparable from Life
Experiences: Discussions between Wu Hung and
Shen Shaomin.” It differs from most transcriptions
of on-site interviews in that it collects the contents
of multiple conversations, and has undergone
subsequent rounds of editing by both the artist and
myself. This, then, constitutes one of the primary
resources for researching Shen Shaomin and his
works. Based on this groundwork, this foreword

takes a review of his works one step further.

Unlike most noted experimental artists, Shen
Shaomin did not receive a formal academy
education. Instead, the starting point of his artistic
path Was completely by way of another course.
First, he participated in the production of “Cultural
Revolution” visual culture, then organized artistic
propaganda for the masses—including drawing
posters, making slide shows, and screening films—
and finally “elevated” onto the professional track.
In terms of the development of contemporary
Chinese artists, his path offers a rare example of

the “Chinese experience.”

Shen Shaomin grew up in Acheng city in
Heilongjiang province in the northeast of China.
His father excelled at carpentry, and as a child
Shen enjoyed handling things and taking them
apart. Whenever he encountered a mechanical
bearing or a timepiece, he would be tempted to
dismantle it and study its moving parts. His
renderings of these spare parts perhaps constitute
his earliest experience in “re-creating images.”
This interest in skill and technology was one of the
main reasons behind his love of printmaking: of all
the types of art, this was the one most like a “craft.”
He recalls his first woodblock print being a set of
playing cards given to an elderly neighbor. In order
to simplify the reproduction process, he carved
three round cakes, nine long strips, and other
patterns from a slab of wood, including the 108
heroes from the Water Margin, and then printed

them one at a time.

Intense involvement in the Cultural Revolution
positioned his interest in art on a unique trajectory.
He was an active memb-er of the school” s art
organization and took part in spray painting the

great leader’ s portrait on windowpane after
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windowpane. The “porous printing” process

used at the time was still based on prototypes
of high contrast prints. His “works” from that
period mostly entailed portraits of Mao: stalks
of sunflowers collected around the red sun—
fixed in the hearts and minds of the revolutionary
people—and surrounded by resplendent rays
of light radiating in all directions. His design
and execution of a Tiananmen relief sculpture
particularly revealed his artistic talent and
imagination: he first made a rough sketch of
Tiananmen on a piece of cardboard, then glued
layer upon layer of sawdust on top of it. When it
reached the desired thickness, he finished it off
by applying bright colors to its surface. This kind
of work earned him a reputation locally, and also
foreshadowed his entry into factory propaganda
work and film distribution. In the interview, Shen
Shaomin couldn’ t help but express astonishment
at how these early experiences have influenced his
new artwork: although he never intended it, these
latest works seem to revisit that vanished period
in his life. Tiananmen returns again to a familiar
topic, wherein “blueprints” and “models” make an
important reappearance, and the interest in the
mechanical also appears vividly in Kowtow Pump,

Bonsai and Fighter-X.
While these four pieces reflect on “revisiting” the

past, they do not repeat it. The difference between

the two is that a “revisit” is a critical return wherein
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previous experiences not only serve as motives and
sources for creativity, but are also the subjects of
the artist” s examinations and analysis. Thus,
Tiananmen is not only a rendition of this famous
architectural structure, but also a deconstruction
and reconstruction of what the artist considers the
“consummate” monument. And although Fighter-X
is the final realization of a dream that the artist
has harbored since childhood—that of designing a
fighter plane—the work also transforms a child” s
fantasy into a callous, aggressive plaything of war.
The “kowtow pump,” previously a symbol of state-
owned enterprises, appears in Shen Shaomin™ s
work as a twitching, convulsing machine. Its
stuttering movement dispels its heroic spirit,
and communicates the struggle produced by the
modern world" s exhaustion of its energy sources.
That nervousness and sense of tragedy also appear
in Bonsai where basins of small misshapen trees,
chained and fettered to metal instruments, recount

the price paid by man” s pursuit of “beauty.”

The mid-1980s mark a critical moment ih Shen
Shaomin’ s artistic career. It was during this
period that his identity underwent a significant
change: he turned from being an amateur art
enthusiast to a professional artist. Bringing about
this change was a rather important mechanism
in China’" s official art system, the “from
popularization to elevation” campaign, which

celebrated art education for the masses. Although

rarely discussed by critics, this mechanism was
critical to the development of artists like Shen
Shaomin. His relationship with this kind of art
education was achieved on two fronts. First,
as an art educator: after he was assigned to
the propaganda branch for film distribution, his
duties included going to the countryside to screen
movies for farmers, making slides, and formulating
political propaganda so that it was suitable to local
conditions. After the villages began to acquire
their own projectors, his responsibilities changed
to those of an instructor training the peasants to

project slides.

Second, he also played the role of a student: as
a young art enthusiast intensely interested in
woodcuts, but who had never received any formal
training, he enrolled in art classes offered by the
local center for mass culture. Under the guidance
of a professional woodcut artist, he began carrying
out his own independent art creations. Through
this process of “elevation,” he gradually entered the
professional field. His works steadily progressed
from being copies of mainstream models to
explorations into personal style. In the beginning,
he and other local artists were influenced by
the then-renowned “Great Northern Wilderness
Prints.” But, not long after, it was the pursuit
for unique qualities that led them to develop new
methods, thereby initiating “Acheng City Prints,”

characterized by a distinct formalist rusticism.



His work Autumn was chosen to participate in the
1984 Sixth National Art Exhibition and was met
there with great success. He won the “Award for
Outstanding Work” (it was rumored that he had
also been nominated for the Gold Medal), and a
.color print of his piece was also published in the
- magazine Art. Such commendation from the
capital immediately affected his recognition in the
region. After he received an award at the Seventh
National Printmaking Exhibition, Shen Shaomin
was granted Heilongjiang province” s distinction
for “first-class talent.” He received a first order
salary, and was transferred to the Printmaking

Academy as a professional artist.

But, it was also at this time that his artisti; path
began to diverge from the official govern{:ment-
run art system. Up to this point, members ;of the
orthodox school had already called into qulestion
his method of using oil-based inks to make color
woodblock prints. Moreover, he was becoming
in;:reasingly attracted to unofficial art ideas. The
mid "c.o late 1980s witnessed a period of frenzied
igl‘-owth in experimental Chinese art, and Beijing
.—wgis the center of this movement. When he was in
h’e capital participating in art exhibitions, Shen
yhaomin came into contact with many avant-
4ard~e artists and poets, and began to read western
art and Iitera.ry theory. He participated in the
Advancing Chinese Youth Art Exhibition,” which

mphasized a strong avant-garde consciousness,

and his article “Don’ t Duplicate Man, and Don" t
Duplicate the Self” appeared in the newspaper Fine
Arts in China. Even more illustrative of his shift in
thinking was his critical attitude towards official
art education. He advocated the viewpoint that

“art cannot be done as a mass movement.” Using

~ his words: "I believe that the model of "running a

training class” is a kind of mass movement. A big
group of people, anyone with a little background
in drawing, can participate, and instructors are
tasked with making revisions. After revising, the
results are presented as the group” s work, and

everyone can look to see which region” s works

are selected.” As expected, this kind of thinking

made him the target of criticism by his superiors,
and he became known as a “heterodox” in the
northeastern art world. Casting off these kinds of
constraints, Shen Shaomin left the art academy
in 1987, moved to a new residence in Beijing, and

became an independent artist.

Thus, even though Shen Shaomin did not
partiéipate in the "85 Art New Wave in the
strictest sense, the influence that this avant-garde
art movement had on his artistic concepts and
growth cannot be ignored. In terms of his art style,
his works from the late 1980s began to break with
the traditions of printmaking. He even put away
his paintbrush and woodcarving knife in order to
probe how other materials and means of expression

could be utilized. It was at this time that he

created a group of works made from cloth. Using
misprinting, pasting, scorching, and other methods,
he worked to emphasize the tension between two-
dimensionality and three-dimensionality. Some of
these works were made after 1989. Although it
was unintentional, these rips and tears and sense of
“ruin” revealed the artist” s mentality at the time.
At this point, one can say that Shen Shaomin bid
farewell to the art academy and national exhibition,

and walked into the realm of experimental art.

With this kind of mentality, Shen Shaomin left
for Australia, where he lived for ten years. But,
this wasn” t a happy and relaxed decade. Even
with its temperate weather and picturesque
landscapes, Australia was not his “second home.”
In one of our interviews, he said, “Truthfully
speaking, I never seriously spent a day there.” In
Australia, he continued to explore uses for ready-
made materials and methods of scorching, but
what really piqued his interest was this tranquil
yet infinitely unfamiliar environment. This
unfamiliarity was due to the language barrier:
to Shen Shaomin, a fellow from the northeast
who enjoyed associating with friends, perhaps
there was no condition that would cause as much
perplexity or sullenness as “aphasia.” Thus, we
can understand why in Australia he created two
major groups of works thét addressed the limits of
language; in particular, pointing to the intensely

personal nature of the division between different
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