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Historicity and the Contemporary

Chinese Contemporary Art Document 2006

Deng Pingxiang

From the perspective of lexicography, the word “document” (wenxian) originally referred to two kinds of classical
records, dianji and suxian. Zhu Xi notes that “wen” here refers to dianji and “xian” to suxian. His annotations
explain that since documents are classics (jingji), they are also concerned with morality, and their significance is
primarily historical.

As a form of documenttion, Chinese Contemporary Art Document 2006 must of course base its requirements
for inclusion on the significance of “documents”. It is true that “history” can only be seen clearly from a certain
distance; otherwise we risk “failing to see the true face of Lu Mountain, because we are standing on it". However,
when we achieve historical distance (a breadth and span of time), we are sure to have lost many concrete realities
in the refining screen of time (emotional substance and intuitive judgments). This is a contradiction.

In compiling this text, we have fully considered this problem, and have tried to balance considerations of objectivity
with an on-the-ground immediacy. We strove to produce a book that could satisfy the various demands of culture
and history, and serve as a resource for research and reference, indexing the many facets of contemporary art
today. When contemporary people edit a work on contemporary art, they have the advantage that all the works
and artists they include are presently existing; they have firsthand experience of all the materials they select, and
can be confident in their understanding. Because this is the first period of history, and materials have not yet been
washed away or distorted, it is possible to achieve certainty.

As a “Chinese Contemporary Art Document”, contemporaneity was a principle factor in our selections. From the
perspective of lexicography “contemporariness” has two meanings, the first being documents produced in the
present, contemporary documents. But we stress the second meaning, on which “contemporariness” refers to the
cultural conditions of the documents. Consequently, the artists and writers we have selected generally possess
a sense of contemporary culture; they are representative of this era. The spiritual and formal principles of the art
presented here encompass the contemporary perspective of artists and their work.

After this “Chinese Contemporary Art Document” has entered the record of history, it will take on the character of
“dynastic history”. Compared with the annals and chronicles, “dynastic history” is a segment of history, which need
not explain contextual relationships; but it is a segment that is indispensable to history, because any complete
history is composed of many segments, of just this kind.

If in the future the 1985 ideological trend comes to symbolize the starting point of Chinese contemporary art, we
can say that even now Chinese contemporary art already has more than twenty years of history. In these brief
twenty years, Chinese art has already passed through numerous transformations. A fundamental characteristic
of these transformations is that art rises and falls with the whole of Chinese cultural trends and inteliectual
movements; they share a common fate. In the process of cultural change, art shares its structure with other
cultural systems, but displays a distinctive feature: art (that is, visual art) is particularly acute and avant-garde.

“The recurrence of ideological trends is the progress of culture.” Liang Qichao.



The kind of autonomous relationship that Chinese contemporary art and intellectual trends have (cultural
autonomy), aiso indicates that contemporary art developed in a relatively free and open cultural environment. This
allows the kind of documents collected here to possess authenticity, historical spirit, and cultural value.

“All history is the history of the contemporary.” This dictum has philosophical significance, and will surely be
the criterion on which our Chinese Contemporary Art Document will be judged. There is no reason to escape
our “contemporary judgments”, and in fact “history as history” is composed of such contemporary judgments.
Of course, we have ostensibly made no judgments, but only arranged and presented these materials. But our
attitudes and perspectives still guide our “objective” arrangement and presentation.

The artists and works presented in this anthology overwhelmingly represent the contemporary. Examined from
the perspective of the whole, their works possess distinctive individual characteristics. Individual vision, individual
experience and life history, are all to different degrees inherent in these works. It may be that this individuality
caused their works to present rich and complex scenes, to refract the distinctive aspects of modernity and the
contemporary. When later generations examine and appreciate these artworks, they will not only clearly see the
progress and achievements made by these artists in terms of formal expression, but also see the emotional and
spiritual conditions that lie behind the formal language.

Among the artists collected here, you will see familiar names from the field of contemporary Chinese art; in
fact, these artists have become representative and even symbolic characters. Their explorations gave rise to
the popularity of contemporary Chinese art. Even as this book was being compiled, they were in the process of
exploring and transforming their formal languages and symbolic schemes. A famous and accomplished artist,
with whose designs and symbols we are all familiar, in the most brilliant period of his career must carry out “self
destruction” and produce a new appearance; one can well imagine the difficulty and risks of this process. There
are two reasons why these artists suffer in pursuit of the new, | believe: the first is individual temperament, and the
second is the formal logic of art.

On the other hand, among the artists collected here you will also see artists whose names are not, for the present
at least, familiar to art audiences, or who are very young; artists who have not yet matured, those who have had
no opportunity of entering the public view, and those who, for the time being, are not understood. But on the whole,
from the perspective of quality, the cultural tendencies and spiritual trends presented by their works, possess a
clear modernity and contemporary quality. Moreover we have reason to believe in their perseverance and talent,
and to predict that some of these artists will, before long, become a central force in Chinese contemporary art.

}11
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Images in a Broken Mirror

—a perspective on the study of contemporary Chinese art
Zou Yuejin

Chinese contemporary art is like a broken mirror: it is always presenting new images, but these images are no longer coherent,
they are becoming indeterminate, desultory. The artists who live inside this mirror are beginning to realize that they can’t
distinguish things clearly, not because the mirror is broken, but because the world it reflects is fragmented.

Fragmentation has naturally become the most distinct symbol of this era. Above all else, the symbolism of “breaks” expresses
the fragmentation of language, the parting of signifier and signified, which no longer fit each other. If they do not fall into what
Lacan called the circle of signification, they remain immersed in the state of “difference” described by Derrida, because the
relationship between signifier and signified is multiple and unstable. As language comes apart, image and meaning likewise
become estranged; they exist without depending on one another, present themselves independently. With respect to one
another, they are in a state of drift. In just the same way, the works of most contemporary artists are full of imagery, but their
meaning is no longer self-evident.

Of course, fragmentation is not only realized in language, or at the fundamental level of symbols, but even more
thoroughly permeates the concrete society and its cultural life. With the start of the reform period in China and the continuous
perfection of the market economy, the embryonic market society began to emerge. Urbanization, commodification, and the
information age have seriously affected artists’ living space. The expressways and overpasses that crisscross the city, the
high-rise apartment complexes and office buildings that rose overnight, serve to divide the city into distinct districts, and present
spatial boundaries and obstacles to communication. Being drawn into market society causes people to become alienated from
the process of labor, to take on the characteristics of commodities, and be dominated by things. Wealth (money) becomes the
most important standard by which people are judged. Contemporary art auctions produce Chinese contemporary art’s pop
stars. People are shocked by the astronomical prices artworks command at auctions, but they are even more envious; the “oohs”
and “aahs” of admiration are infinite. Only when our brains are enveloped by such fragmentary events and incidents, do we
finally realize with a start that the age of written language, of books and reading, has already slipped quietly into the distance.
The age of hybrid images has arrived. Life is full of shattered images and disordered events, simultaneously strange and
familiar; we have completely lost the sense of (linguistic) context, and are helpless to determine to whom these images belong,
in what period these events took place.

Actually, the chaotic and partial causes that produce this kind of contemporary society, from language and symbols
to society, and further to the conditions of life and government, are actually many kinds of mutually conflicting standpoints and
standards of value. All have only practical value, or in other words, are the method by which we adopt pragmatism. Only when
we adopt pragmatism do all things—ancient and modern, Chinese and Western—Ilose their original meanings and ontological
foundations. The view that “utility” is hard rationality can make things that are mutually antagonistic peacefully coexist, and
make the advocates of the positions and paths that are to be united, become mutually hostile. In view of this fact, we can take
“usefulness” for a special feature of contemporary China. In these historical circumstances, when artists are distinguishing
good and bad, are in the process of making aesthetic judgments, they can no longer draw on past experience, let alone rely on
personal history. Contemporary society causes people to continuously lose the accumulated knowledge of experience, and the
result is that traditions are lost, the individual willingness to contribute to society is lost, and human memory is forgotten. But
because the collectivist mentality still lurks in the subconscious of China’s artists, in their works we can see the influence of the
blurred memories left behind by a time now long past. As far as most artists are concerned, when they depict this world, they
rely on the conclusions of individual observation and experience, what | am calling “personal history”. “Personal history” refers
to the instantaneous reaction of artists to formidable assault. The more the artist does as he likes, the more autonomous he is,
the more creativity he has. This kind of artist can shock audiences every time: rocks stand up among the clouds, steel pipes
and clay tiles spread out across the exhibition hall, angels circle in the sky, crowds laugh uproariously. Only after enjoying
a banquet of such works spread out in a row, does the viewer realize that he really doesn’t know where he is. Reality and
simulation, which one has actually become the motif of artists’ thought? Art has become a field for experimentation in individual
amusements and games; at the same time, it has become thoroughly worldly. The sacred has become the abject of mockery,
and boredom has become the character most worth of praise. The meaning of life is just to live, and so art has lost any
standard of judgment. We also no longer have any way to judge whether this phenomenon is good or bad; but in my opinion,
as Chinese contemporary art is images in a broken mirror, its vigor and its challenge both arise from a fragmented reality.

15, December, 2006, in Shanghai international Hotel










