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Preface to the "Genesis: Chinese Contemporary Art in a State of Fission" Exhibition Series

Fission Cures an Alienated Chinese Contemporary Art

Wu Hong

The emergence of Chinese contemporary art is an extension of the intellectual liberation in the
visual arts that occurred in the early 1980s. This was an important part of the reform and development
of culture at that time.

People once asked why American or French contemporary art was never designated “American”
or “French," but Chinese contemporary art must always be marked “Chinese?” The reason is simple:
Chinese contemporary art was born and raised in a unique environment. First, Chinese contemporary
art is not the result of a natural artistic evolution. It is inextricably linked to the intellectual liberation
and cultural opening of China during the Reform and Opening period. We would be missing the
point if we were to put this background to one side and talk about Chinese contemporary art as an
isolated phenomenon. Second, in the more than thirty years since Reform and Opening, Chinese
contemporary art has been marked by different stages of development in Chinese society. Society
as a whole has always had a significant influence on Chinese contemporary art, whether positive
or negative. While Chinese contemporary art has maintained a certain synchronicity with the
international art world, it also reflects the important traits of its transient social environment. Chinese
contemporary art must use regional references to illustrate and formulate its uniqueness and there is
a certain intrinsic rationality to this process.

Simply put, although somewhat repetitive, reform was the theme in 1980s Chinese society. Ever-
changing social morality was expressed in art, and anything different from the patterns and forms
of the art of the Cultural Revolution could be seen as New Wave Art, so New Wave Art is usually
taken to represent the idealism of the 1980s. Its disorderly and blind quest for advancement, akin
to that of social movements, is difficult to obscure. By the 1990s, a free market economy hastened
the emergence of the marketization of contemporary art, and the market drove independence in
the artistic profession. At this time, it became possible for professional artists to work outside the
state system. The concrete manifestations of contemporary art had already started to change the
ethereal rationalism of the 1980s, and contemporary art gradually began to take on an element of
social critique. In the new millennium, the emergence of securities, e-commerce, and real estate
made the economy increasingly virtual and financial, which necessarily transformed artworks
into “financial products” in a market. In addition to social and cultural transformations, popular
entertainment changed things to a certain extent, influencing the expressive forms and value
judgments of mainstream culture. Thus, the twin forces of markets and trends constituted the primary
characteristics of Chinese contemporary art after 2000.

This simple overview shows that, when we study Chinese contemporary art history and reality,
we must stress its unique regional characteristics. From its historical development, it can represent
its logical clues to gradual alienation and regulation. Of course, from its overall attributes and positive
implications, we can see Chinese contemporary art as promoting social and cultural development,
and it is fine to consider the movement to have a positive historical value, but we must correctly
realize its limited and vulgar nature. Its limitedness comes from its internal historical logic, and its
vulgarity comes from its compromised reality. We must maintain an introspective and reflective
attitude towards Chinese contemporary art; it is motivated by the questioning spirit and cultural
tradition of contemporary art. Chinese contemporary art is an organic part of contemporary art and a
mode of constructive self-criticism. It is poles apart from blind critique and simple negation.

This constructive self-criticism covers several facets:

First, as | have just mentioned, the limitedness of Chinese contemporary art stems from its
internal historical logic. When its features are analyzed, we can certainly emphasize its regional and
social traits, but the necessary result of an excessive focus on social participation is the simplification
of the evolutionary logic of artistic styles and languages, such that art becomes simple negation.
Mainstream narrative logic about Chinese contemporary art often overly emphasizes the monalithic
impact of society and ignores its referential continuity of other artistic languages. In fact, the outsize
strength of this complete external interpretive system overlooks internal continuity, to the point that
this internal continuity may be lost. The discursive system for Chinese contemporary art evolved into
a vulgar sociological model that is necessarily related to the rupture of an important link in its internal
historical logic.

Second, interest from the West was an important driving force in the development of Chinese
contemporary art, and especially in the early stages of its marketization. When chosen to augment



the cultural diversity of Western-centric art, the passive other panders to this potential interest and
becomes an active other. In recent years, domestic Chinese capital has normalized local collections,
but Chinese contemporary art has been infused with the psychology of the “active other,” even to
the point that this psychology is externalized into patterns, styles, and methods. In particular, when
Chinese contemporary art models were noticed for their success in the West, people disregard their
original, intrinsic diversity. When we overly emphasize Chinese contemporary art's external diversity
because it is required for a larger ecosystem, its importance in this larger external system creates
overwhelming strength and poses a hidden danger to the diversity of the environment that nurtured it.

Third, the marketization of Chinese contemporary art and the Chinese contemporary art market
are two linked but inherently different concepts. The “marketization” of art means that the entire art
ecology, including art criticism, has become market-focused, which is fundamentally different from
the art market, in which artworks enter into a commercial system. A set of popular styles and symbols
are the natural results of market circulation. Due to the strong integration of the market environment,
it can artificially create popular trends. Many young artists are uncertain what to do in the face of this
opportunism; they can simply be wrapped up in the possible benefits. A few successful artists have
even found it difficult to shake off the rules set by these powerful market forces. Marketization means
that consumers no longer need individual judgment; they blindly follow a manipulated collective
unNCconscious.

Fourth, the popular entertainment industry gradually evolved from a social sub-culture to a
mainstream ideology. This culture of popular entertainment is the necessary result of mainstream
ideology; trendy, relaxed, ridiculous, and shallow sensory culture is important in mass consumption.
Culture is no longer the result of independent thought; it has become a fashionable product that can
be mass-produced within an industrialized context. In market consumption, products need to be
labeled and distinguishable in order to make consumption more convenient. A market-led, trendy
social and cultural environment is the primary reason that Chinese contemporary art has gradually
evolved into a symbolic, labeled product.

Fifth, in order to correct an overly sociological approach to the creation and study of Chinese
contemporary art, we must emphasize the integrity of art historical logic. In recent years, pedantry
has led to the emergence of an Academic School. These pedantic research and critical methods
disregard the social specificity of art historical development, simply applying Western modernist
art historical logic to stubbornly regulate Chinese contemporary art. This method only results in
forced orthodoxy and fossilization. This semblance of pedantic “theoretical integrity” is often used
by government-controlled mainstream “contemporary art,” and as a result, the “theory” behind this
model can never truly be known. This theoretical backing seems bright and fresh, but is actually
utterly devoid of substance; in addition to beautiful essay-like rhetoric, it is simply a pile of rigid
philosophical phrases. As a result, contemporary art theory became a religious agnosticism that
transcended experience.

Sixth, we are immersed in an omnipresent “online existence,” which means that the internet is
no longer a technique or tool; it has already become an ideology and a lifestyle that can create and
control thinking. The democracy of the internet is becoming the stuff of legend. Especially in an era
of "self-media,” the disappearance of the “center” necessarily implies the death of the individual.
When people are enveloped by a “true social nature,” they become part of an undifferentiated entity
controlled by a collective unconscious. Regarding this trait of online development, my other essay
highlights the relationship between the true nature of society and the errors of art historical writing in
the internet era. The consequences of these five types of alienation in Chinese contemporary art can
be magnified and strengthened in a self-media environment.

An undercurrent now flows through Chinese contemporary art, and this undercurrent is neither
manmade nor external methods. This was born in artists' hearts, stemming from their intuitive
understanding of their dissatisfaction with and reactions to the results of their alienation.

It is time! When these undercurrents are gathered together, they will create a great fission of
Chinese contemporary art forms. This prediction comes from my observations of non-mainstream
Chinese contemporary art in recent years; the first twenty years of a given century often carry the
expectation of a cultural transformation. | see this as a genesis for Chinese contemporary art. Today,
they might be fragments splitting off from some main trunk, but they may foreshadow the possibilities
of the future development of Chinese contemporary art. We must patiently wait and see!

Based on this prediction, we wanted to present a series of exhibitions that showcase these
possibilities. Each exhibition might focus on a specific medium or method, or even a region or group,
but we are most interested in the symbolism behind these themes, as these symbols may reflect a
trend. Looking back to examine the logical and intellectual sources of these flourishing symbols is the
collective risk we now take, and we believe that history will bear out their interest and significance.

May 26, 2015
Songzhuang Art District, Beijing

009



010

FAS Il “RIE 7

© %4

RERRA G,

BFRER. AhYEEHN FE NREHERAR T BKMAREMNKELE, RREER
ERRN—FMFE, BEE, HOUZARNOUBRTUNEELET ACHEHTRTEEN
Bk, HE—RXEB REEY¥HSY. REEERREXLERNEY. EfR MER BB
Hzler MR, LOFHRE. B—RE-BMNRHE, ERXLEERMSMINEBORBINAR
HHRRMABREERRXFA—#. ENZARFRRELZARECEN, MFEREAEHN
CREHEERT | FFNEMNSRRE —MUFERIARENBTOBRHIT ZROES. B
2. RAMZE, XERMMNOERTSHERD, MHNNZARBAEXD, —RAREBRESR
BN R .

EHBHENSNE, BIXE, BAARBERBTILEAR —XEFURANBRIZAR
MEXBRTE, XNVNORFBTRULMNREE-—HEFGHEFR. REERTET N
BUEME. HEEEREFNIE, SRETMANG, BLEE L (TRENINGERE, B,
MEEIE, RS, ELFER 43" ZFRHBRET, FERTURBEARRZ LMRRT.,
HiF, eERRAFNESHREXE!

AHRERREXZE, BAMKBE T —AEMN &% HEEA, AERREEFZAERES
ZRF MERKFEZAR, BAEZARBIAZIXA "ZR" RREQIELRNE, IREFZ
AR, BARE—ANXTZRNINE. DAEZREMHIBRE ZAR" B2 XMUFEBIEE
78" . TR FRNER. EEXMUTERT HEF (ZABL) MEHERBLENZRNZR
M. ZAREM4? ZARNBRRT4? ZANTERTA?

EEXLRAHERTESATAM, ®BE F—FMEE, ALF-TIREERE" . AR
HEMES., BATHEXE. RFthSTRNMER. JB0E. SHRBLTEYNE. EER—ER
5. RAEBEXAEBABF]—ERMORERM— N HFEBRERE CHAMOER. IRRIE
RN ERR— IR EAR T | RER, ERLYREZHRIINAE, REENAT
WESTEREMERR, A—NMAREFEH—KFEEX: IER REEERORERE. AT
EiZMEBLHMENT REZHEER, ABLERIEEROERLEE, LECFN—FE
R OBRSAR. B BETXN "IHE » EFOREFOBLMAENERERKSRERE 2
R, —BrA "HA ZE. —BR3— "I ZRE. BRAEXTERVHERNRE, TK
AT HE

BT BUEA—MRE. FABZAR, BRI EAXNXRARRIBFHREBN EEMRAEEZ
RIS MFEZAR. SR NEFHHEBT 7 SMENNRAZFHRYEE. ZRARKE
ER—ERBEMAEHNEE, FHEZENSHBSNEMIENTE. BF 2K BB
X, BF "ZARE" EA—MMREREBMXTUARZANERMUR, ZRAENZAERE £
BEXATEZAHM "R MEKN, hEFHBESXTOAERBZXLIA/N FR" . AMNERRE
WA ERERLHERN, EitESOAERNBITE HIER. BRZBNEFMERERNERSE
ERMRE. TFMENYE, XFELRESHTFAMINTFEARNEAROER. SF, BRINREEAT
EHBEMHSESE "AE" ZARIHE, BNBAEBNEEXTZAKXRNEE ETRT, 2F
EEMUAREERZEARABRFLRZAT "BEAR" MBRN—TELEK. EEEEER
HRMNERERS, SHELHTRZEZANER, REEREFHENE CEFNEBEY T AR



MAE. FEER. BN LEARTBRE (FH) NEHE. "BRERLTRE. AREH
8. BRIM—DRENRANEAAEFEE, IHEEHERAEENBESUERNERFETE
g (ERREATER: FEHKF) " . MhHS—AENTUARL—F#EN/NE (P28 3
HFOSE (EFEBE) MRSBHRE. I SI—FFENE, HABESFER, XKRTHHSE
TR BR O REBRALR-NEFEONR, —HEPNER. SEFEETARES .
BE. R RIET-NEEAR (RFNTHPEORE) BB (MRGRAKE) F#T 1
EHE (RE. RYHER) B, Ak, ALER. BAEEE. TRT —MEHR.

FANBRMECHEREH/ B2 "SERLE | IR, IRFRANERIER
£ UMET ZRO—DFOBH, HERERSTERAO—KDER. Bz, ENREZARER
HEH "SEEL RETHIAHN, SHERZARMETXYE, FHRREXLEERECREZAR
RARMHORS TRINKEZARE. FTIN, ZFURZS S R T 18 /R ST 7 R B9 AR A0 IR Y
R ERA—Y), MAFERERS.

Bl fEA—F "EIRT BEH. B ERART NERRBREZIMNEARES, BREAR
ME—NEETTAE.

HEARBRENE-NERE & ZA0ER, I MGRRFRLSI— Nz EFEEEMA
| EMEXXR., EREERRUTEN TAR OEY, hEEIERSEMZEN TR M
RGEREY. £XE, FRE-NKENDN E-ATREGRHENZRERARTH TR 12
B 3 EOEGFIHEARMRAEBHELZEN ZAR" BS5ME8. AN, ERTHRE
BR. BAEN "EXM | NERET "t HNEMMIEZR, EEBREZRRZFUE. ¥
BERAMEBEMMHZARALBXERPH—F. MEDXZAMHPLER, RNIVMEBSHRZH
EET . MENR | BEEXT., ENRARSKZARECEN. . ERFR—B4HNE
B, SFRRMMHMICE, EREAE "ExBN M fREM  EAFURRZAREREE
BEETERFRNTERERST, ZABEECHBHEROERTHN—TER.,

FEAXRRNE=ALER "REL" ZIMMZAR. ATRIFHREMNEEIESER, X
XEFR P B ERZ AR, XEER, RERZARZEREEAMENILY. NEL
ERREAM eI ZEMNBREER, RERE. KBXANEEXTFIRERNEE, XXE
. BARNEANENYE, St—REF—ESHAEZARECHESRFIH. RBELEZAR
BRAEATHRBEMS TRHROBEN TSRO EARNOE. FELRERGHHE
ZATHER I RERRAXFERAREAROBS. ZRH THL" REBIZARANESENR
FAGRETAANTH A, BRMAEZREREATLRBERNZRATHERBEARMN
Xfl. EAREUESRPRAEMFEMARE, RECEIRTEALANER. MEMHL
MEET, BTHRANESREAES. ZARIAFSENTHSHMS THHRMN B EMIR H ARG
ARERER, MMBLERFHFRD T THAB UM NEER, RFSBHESMARREL
ZEHNERZEEREMENNXRS, RINENTURILEBNREI —PZRRRABREN M
ZHG—M. EATRMNE, ZMNELHEREARRENSTER. NEF—EEF RN
FARE, FFAEMEDHENNEBRSERIBEAFRNERMBERER. BREEXN
RET, EITUAAEOCARSE, EAVNARANF-IETHREINT, &0 11" .
KT XML ERAFI. ERUBMATRM, ER, RELAZHACIHES—
MRARAMRBTRAREST, E5RBEBHHEMT FTIRERER. AL, NXPBXHE,
MNEERPMEFFIRBREE "RBRL" ZSMH—FMRE, TMRCERELRATRS, £
AEUEEERNZARIFEBRBLERTIZRNEARRE.

EAXRRRENBRERZEN ERN=ALRTHE, EUHEMERNEBBFLME. EHE
M. EEBMARARKAE. gL, ROFFLERINERURZARNEAR. AR, AOHRES
RIFREBEE.

BRfERALEN. ARNARN, FFRETRERY S —MERERN TS, EESHRE
A—MRAMNREARX, RIEARMNG RIPHFELREZR" RIIRHBHR. BFRES,
EEAR, EEECHONETKRS, X, BAFTRERARRENTELRZAMETIR
B "RE BYTTREM.

2015558270 FIRREZAK

011



Can We Flash Back to Art History?

Wu Hong

Everything happens for a reason.

One morning, Fang Lijun sent two ink drawings he had just made to a WeChat group
called “Enlightenment," and the drawings very quickly garnered praise from the other artists.
Immediately after that, other artists began uploading their own fun and interesting little
pieces. Everyone in the group got really excited, but you would be hard-pressed to define
what these pieces were. Were they sketches? Small-scale artworks? Playful doodles? They
were all of these things and no one of them. The only consistent trait they shared was that
these drawings are linked, but not entirely identical to, the styles for which these artists are
known. They may have been made for the artist's eyes only, or because the drawings “had no
other use,” they scratched an itch you didn't know you had. In any event, do these drawings
have any relationship to the market for their work or a relationship to these artists' positions in
art history? These small pieces are simply little games they play for their own amusement!

As an outside observer of this group, | saw what was happening, and | could not help
but snicker a little bit. These extremely successful artists were also rather sad; these small
moments of happiness made them as giddy as children. | might even have made a rather
nasty association; when | was attending art schoql, you would see spontaneous little scrawls
on the walls of the bathroom when you squatted down. Those structures, those formal
gestures, those spirits were more than “lively;” they were masterworks of the highest caliber.
Perhaps all of the school's best sketches were there! : ]

After these two scenes came together in my mind, | suddenly stumbled upon a seemingly
deep question. What came first: art or artists? If art came first, who made art before the
emergence of the artist? If artists came first and art was not pre-defined, then how would one
deem oneself an “artist?” This lands us in that famous chicken and egg paradox, with echoes
of those old questions from our Introduction to Art classes. What is art? Where does art come
from? What is the function of art?

There might be millions of answers to these questions, because “where there are one
thousand readers, there are one thousand Hamlets.” Personally, | prefer the playful answer.
There may be functional, religious, and educational answers to these questions, but | firmly
believe that the guys who made this art are actually doing something fun, something they like
doing. If it was just “work” you did in exchange for a small chunk of venison, would you want
to lie on a massive rock in the hot sun scratching out a massive cave painting with a small
stone during pre-historic times? Or, would you rather get dirty and smelly in a dark cave,
using ash mixed with deer blood to paint images of the hunting tips the village elders want to
pass on to the next generation? No! This “work” would not have been anywhere near as much
fun as chasing game through the wilderness with friends. Once art became “useful,” once art
became "work," it lost its pleasure and became labor.

As a result, art can be seen as a symbol. Art is a concept to which increasing numbers
of overlapping regulations have been attached in the course of human civilization. Artists
are a professional category to which many capabilities and skills have been attributed. Art
history is a process of layering concepts and functions according to a certain logic. Since the
concept of art emerged, art history became the intellectual framework for building a theory of
visual art. In producing "knowledge” about art, art history and art theory endlessly multiples
“knowledge” about how to interpret any initial piece of knowledge. People use theory to
explain theory, so theory derives further theory. Differences between theories create chaos,
disorder, and fiction in the art historical framework, which is unhelpful to our understanding
of the essence of art. Perhaps, we only “work” in art in the service of some pre-defined
concept. We work hard to approach the essence of art, and perhaps it is only after we feel
close to our goal that we discover that we had simply created a theoretical mirror image in
the name of “understanding the essence of art.” For the sake of theoretical accuracy, we work
to approach art's essence, which still remains rather far away. Like Jorge Luis Borges' novel
The Library of Babel implies, the library (the universe) is comprised of an indefinite number of
hexagonal galleries. “The library is unlimited but periodic. If an eternal traveler should journey
in any direction, he would find after untold centuries that the same volumes are repeated



in the same disorder—which, repeated, becomes order: the Order.” The Book of Sand is a
seemingly related story, also by Borges, that some might find prophetic. The narrator receives
a strange book that has an infinite number of pages, a fact that terrifies him. “| felt that the
book was a nightmarish object, an obscene thing that affronted and tainted reality itself." In
the end, the narrator hid from a member of staff (a symbol of the maintenance of order) and
lost the book (a symbol of knowledge) in a library (a black hole or an origin point). Thus, he
completes the cycle, moving from nothing to something and from something to nothing.

Fang Lijun playfully called his lines “floating like air,” a type not part of the eighteen
classical types of line. The name indicates that this sketch-like work might be a way to
relax body and mind when not making artwork, or it might be a way to make use of every
moment between artworks. In any case, these small pieces emerge when the artist's spirit is
“floating like air." These forms find the artist when he is defenseless; the artist did not create
these things. This state might be close to the “black hole" of knowledge raised by Borges; it
absorbs everything, but is closer to the origin.

Within the structure of a flashback, the state of art before the theoretical framework of “art
history” was established is the first thread in this exhibition.

The second thread in this exhibition is the artwork before the formalization of “the
artwork.” This thread actually has an intertextual relationship with the first. Artworks are the
creative products of artists assumed to be professional; artworks are specific vehicles for
“art” after conceptual layers have been added. Here, the artwork is the linking intermediary,
and it must represent the logic of “art" stipulated by art history and the artist's logic stipulated
by social roles. In this narrative framework, because of its “formality,” the artwork must pass
through the ceremonial legend of “creation” and leave the artist's hands before it becomes a
link in the splendid chain of art history. The things that precede the artworks are often called
“drafts" or “compositional sketches.” Usually, they are just for the artist, so they might be part
of an intellectual process or a temporary record. Precisely because of their lack of integrity
or completeness, they can represent an artist's unconscious state, devoid of technique or
theory; these sketches best approximate an artist's spiritual freedom and emotional truth.

The third thread in this exhibition is the ability of artists to transcend “stylization.” In order
to differentiate this from the two other threads, we will tentatively call them “small artworks.”
These types of works may be gifts that artists exchange, or emotional refreshers between
two conventional “artworks,” or the process of finding forms out of nothing with brush and
ink. Because these works are small and temporary, they do not often appear in an artist's
works list. Stylization is the expectation that an easily-discernible trait will appear, and this
expectation is often placed on an artist by=art theory or the art market. The marketization
of Chinese contemporary art and the Chinese contemporary art market are two linked but
inherently different concepts. The marketization of art means that the entire art ecology,
including art criticism, has become market-focused, which is fundamentally different from the
art market, in which artworks enter into a commercial system. Artists create a trademark style
in the course of the creative process, and this is a natural result of this process. Due to the
strong integration of the market environment, artists may yield to the market, which raises the
need for easily recognizable stylization and labeling. We might discover a complementary
relationship between the stylized works and the small works that were clearly not created for
the market. We must seize the opportunity to observe the diversity of an artist's style or ability.
The small size of these works makes them easy to grasp, and they are not necessarily bound
by predetermined thematic limitations, so this free state best approaches the playful spirit of
art. Only those in the industry understand this state and applaud it in their peers, because
it reflects traits such as “talent” and “elegance.” It can only be found by accident, when the
artist has found himself in a state free from stylistic limitations; it can only be inspired by
interactions with brush and paper or canvas. In this sense, small works are valuable because
they do not need a style outside of “stylization;" instead, the artist, as the creative entity, may
be able to return to the origins of art in the process of their creation

These three threads constitute the basic framework for this exhibition. On this foundation,
we want to emphasize the handmade, unprocessed, and incomplete elements of these works.
Only here might we be able to see the principles, truths, and intentions of art and artists.

These recollections and flashbacks of art history do not attempt to propose another
theoretical framework; they are more a symbolic mode of expression for the first exhibition in
our “Chinese Contemporary Art in a State of Fission" series. Returning to art’s origin, essence,
and true state makes it possible to find a way to escape from the increasing alienation faced
by Chinese contemporary art.
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