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Introduction
Earth Link and Cosmic Time

Xu Jiang
President of China Academy of Art

In the international calendar year 2003, 22 November, the Chinese year of kuiwei, on the twenty-
ninth day of the tenth moon, China Art Academy inaugurates its new campus and celebrates its sev-
enty-fifth anniversary. Seventy-five years ago, the founding of the National Art Academy, as we were
formerly named, marked the dawn of the modern history of national Chinese art education. Annually we
have always celebrated our anniversary in April, in spring; this year the date has been moved to au-
tumn to coincide with the extensive building program of the academy, and with the moving to and fro of
departmental sites. Perhaps the labor of the past three years of building and planning is symbolized by
this shift in anniversary date; after all, in Chinese, "spring and autumn" is another word for history. We
have selected the opening date of 22 November to remember the birthday of our founding director,
painter Lin Fengmian, who was born in year 1900, that famous gengzi year of the Boxer Rebellion, now
a full 60-year cycle plus 43 years ago. in remembering our founding director, the Academy looks for-
ward to fresh beginnings for Chinese art today.

The idea for 'Edges of the Earth: An Investigative Journey’ originated in winter 2001, when | was
invited by the National Museum of Singapore to give a lecture there. The lecture program opened in the
morning with Mr. Okwui Enwezor's presentation on the topic of globalism, and concluded with mine in
the afternoon on regionalism. We moderated each other's talk and engaged in a lively dialogue. The
title of my talk was "Contemporary Art: A Proposal to Imagine and Construct the Cultural Map of Asia".
In the following spring, preparing the program of this inauguration, Gao Shiming and Wu Meichun
formally proposed the development of this idea in the form of a dialogue within Asia, in order to depart
from the formula of West versus non-West, and to embark on an actual investigative journey. This
proposal was met with wide support in the academy and, in spite of the plague of SARS, team members
have completed four journeys: Bangkok, Tokyo-Kyoto, Teheran and Istanbul. Together with the host
city of Hangzhou, we have now five centers to hinge our reflections upon. This exhibition presents the
result of our work, listing detailed information on the people and organizations we met, illustrating
themes and structures that have surfaced from our investigations. Give the richness of the materials
and what remains to be done, we are finally left with the buoyant feeling that this is just the beginning
of the beginning.

Earth Link

When we spin the globe on its axis, the one question that inevitably comes up is: is the world really
like this? The Equator is not a line, it is just an abstract deduction based on the distance between Poles,
North and South. Thus we have the latitude. The longitudinal line is a trickier matter. Earlier, the zero
degree line was made to pass through Jerusalem, but it did not convince the world, and it took British
naval power and nautical knowledge for it to be positioned over the south bank of the Thames at



Greenwich. The special point is now marked by a brass line set in marble, complete with the note:
latitude north 51 degrees 28 minutes 38.2 seconds, longitude degree zero. East and West were thus

determined geographically in 1884.

This is not the end of the story. Early navigators clung to the shore, drawn forward by the tip of
distant steeples. After 1884, ships sailed into uncharted seas with imagined links to Greenwich. Calcu-
lations of global position were made by time, in relation to the time at Greenwich. That is to say, time is
here the measure of spatial orientation. We know from this unromantic story that the concept of the
globe is an artificially constructed one, and that space on earth is tied to time. Orientation and layering
of time and space, history and geography, constitute our living world.

Poring over the globe again, starting with the Agean Sea, going round to the Bosphorus, Black Sea,
Ural River, Ural Ranges all the way down to the peninsula of East Asia until one reaches the Pacific: this
is "Asia", the densest, broadest stretch of land on earth. Like the lines dissecting the globe, "Asia" is
also an abstract construction. Asia was named from the outside by Europeans. If one stands at the edge
of Europe and Asia, at the gap of the Bosphorus, overlooking cross currents underneath, and watches
the sun rise from the east and slowly spin to set in the west, then one will physically experience the
expanse linking East and West. However, this emotional link with Asia, together with the concept of
Asia, only came about in the 19th century.

Returning to Asia, to the north lies the endless stretch of the plains of Siberia, from the west Asia
Minor leads to Central Asia, from the east the Huabei plains and Huadong ranges sweep toward centra}
China’s yellow loess plains. East meets west at the end of two vast geographical movements in the
Tibetan highlands, where the Himalayas loom atop the Pamir highland like a pagoda. Flowing forth
eastwards from here are the main rivers of China; flowing southwards the rivers of India. This is conti-
nental Asia, a conceptual construction of relations that also underlies intrinsic connections. It is the
cradle of ancient civilizations, some of which are still today prospering. The Himalayas continues to
rise in height; what about Asian civilizations as a whole?

The Asian Factor

The first investigative journey of 'Edges of the Earth’ embarked in February 2003 for Bangkok. In
April we visited Tokyo and Kyoto; in June we went west to Teheran, and finally we spent ten days in
Istanbul. In Istanbul we ferried across the Bosphorus especially, just for the sensation of returning to
Asia, to reflect on the complex web of trade and war over numerous centuries which came to bring the
water of this strait together with that of the Mediterranean, the India Ocean, the Pacific and the northern
seas.

In contemporary art today we hear recurrent calls for developing the image of Asian art, but actual
responses to this call, in terms of building constructive programs, have been feeble. In reality Asian
contemporary art needs strategic planning, it can do with more, and sharper, criticism from the outside
—— from the West and others. Asian contemporary art faces two basic chalfenges: the first is the
global tide of economic consumerism and its attendant values that are eroding traditional cultural values.
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The urge to modernize, to be international, shapes the new value of Asia populations, especially in
urban areas. In the heat of modernization new ecanomic values have been borrowed and incorporated
wholesale. Under the post-colonial discourse within which such borrowings take place, intellectual
refiection tends to be confined to a misplaced imitation of Western frameworks and foreign cultural
trends, creating copies of the West; or it easily prompts a simple adversarial position against the West
that makes Asian traditions superficial signs of cultural identity.

Another challenge is to cultivate a situation wherein foreign cultural influences may interact on a
creative level as cultural exchanges have done for centuries. It is too easy to exaggerate the threat to
traditional culture under the global wave, and to arrive at an exaggerated sense of cultural uniqueness
against the West. Traditional culture is undergoing deep transformation today, perhaps more so than
previous eras, but one should not underestimate its power to regenerate itself.

Both of these phenomena came about from one obsession, and that is defining oneself under the
neat formula of West versus non-West. One significant loss resulting from this obsession is the loss of
interest in cuitures within Asia itself, so that Asian cultures cannot come to grasp the full picture of the
root of their regional cultures. Compounding the difficulty are political realities, religious differences
and historical animosities that add to the division. Therefore, bringing up in Asia the question "What is
Asia?" raises more questions than answers. There is also the obvious danger of simplification, when
so many complex and altogether dissimilar cultures are being grouped into one concept. Importantly
we don't want such queries to evaporate as a passing fad; we hope to establish interactive, co-existing
creative possibilities between the different contemporary Asian arts, as well as connections between a
national contemporary art and its multi-faceted cultural sources. We hope to uncover internal links that
can buiid up lasting structures for Asia’s contemporary arts, so as to bring about unique articulations
and creative possibilities.

Perhaps the descriptive question "What is” is also dangerous, as it seems to call for a phantom
definition of Asia that merely defines and thereby limits. Therefore it is important to investigate the
actual cultural developments within Asian cities, to understand its bones and sinews by communicat-
ing and exchanging knowledge of how art and the local social body support each other. In this manner
itis hoped we can avoid the traditional hermetic self-identity of individual Asian cuitures, while bringing
forth the spirit of their cultural characteristics.

‘Edges of the Earth’ is an investigation based on dialogue between Asian countries. The purpose is
to feel the cultural character of and differences between each other, so as to discover the regional
resources available for contemporary art. it is hoped that a community of Asian cultures may be
established, which can come together for the sake of regional self expression and creative life. Putting
it simply: we hope to distill from these exchanges "Asian Factors”, and to understand how such factors
surface in the arts of the region. These factors come from the local traditions, from local contemporary
life under global influence, and are shaped by its particular cultural vision. Asian factors also relate to
issues about cultures, east and west, and to issue even more complex. One issue of particular concern
to us is what we have termed “Parallel Time", referring to the use of multiple calendars in all Asian
countries. How a dual or multiple calendars fit into each society, and into each person's life, shows how



Ttontemporary culfurein Asia is changing. To fitfth‘e global and regional vision within the framework of
“paralléfume" may _hefp us to open up to a new cultural vision, through which Asians may examine both
visible and mpygille “invasion” into their histories and cultures. For artists to reflect on this issue may
help them to gauge the ebb and flow of existential truths about their situation, which have previously
been taken for granted, and to examine the complexities of their own awareness.

Hybrid Co-existence and the Smell of Blood

Modern history in Asia is shaped by the experience of colonialism. Even for countries that have
been fortunate enough to escape the fate of subjugation, such as the Kingdom of Thailand, its society
exhibits an interwoven texture of foreign cultures and the scars of frontal invasion of giobal values.
Thailand's modern history has not suffered a showdown between tradition and the modern as has
many others countries. Both strands of the tradition and the modern have been woven into the dual
webs of civic life and religious life, so that the paraliel developments of secular and spiritual, democ-
racy and monarchy, consumerism and abstention, asceticism and libertinism are woven together under
the tropical sun and the geography and regional politics of southeast Asia.

In fact, the example of hybrid cultural co-existence in Thailand is typical of most Asian countries,
where the memory of colonization is rapidly dissolving within such parallel frameworks. The autono-
mous expression of new urban culture is satisfied with this hybrid state of co-existence, keeping ground
with both its stable roots and fluid changes. Roots that anchor Bangkok in modern life appear to be the
everyday presence of religious life; the Japanese have the dynastic order of the emperor, as well as
widely observed rituals and cultural artifacts; in the Islamic world religion provides the anchor. In China,
it is perhaps only by deep cultural memories and constant struggles for renewal that a balance has
been maintained. These anchors act as guides, road signs; along them we find the path to the self-
sufficient spiritual heart of each society. Societal changes and new realities find inspiration here. We
find ourselves again confronted by the old problem: that of the superior presence of western influence
meeting the staying power of tradition, the two interlocked in structural dependence. In the cultural
realm, however, contemporary art finds itself being attacked by both of these forces, when in fact its
mission is to find a confluence that would rise above both.

Central Asia is a much more complex territory than the Far East. Wars and religious strife have
formed the historical memory of this region. Until today political struggles here attract the focus of
international news. Istanbul is a city located on the axis of one of the main historical lineages of world
history, and the city has had its share of political upheavals. Here ancient Constantinople, Byzantium,
Turkey, the Crusades, the Ottomans, have all left their mark, and their memory is etched into the hills
and coastlines of Istanbul. Here the East and the West have both conquered and retreated, creating a
legacy of unrest and of geographicali politics in anxious tension. Contemporary art has been sensitive
to the special character of this city, and a strategy of unstable anxiety has proven successful for artists
and seems to have seeped into the sinews of the urban structure. This year, the theme of the 8th Istanbul
Biennial is "Poetic Justice", bringing to mind the complicated, often bloody, cultural political affairs of
this area.
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While Istanbul embodies the secular face of the Islamic world with its republican politics, Teheran
represents the spirit of religion seeking revival through worldly powers. Though echoes of Khomieni's
slogan against the outside world still reverberate, the historical gap left open between King Phalevi's
"White Revolution” and the Islamic revolution gives shelter to a special space of fantasy. This is the
space of Iranian film. Along an alley of a hundred meters in the old cinema district one finds a contem-
porary cultural world that seeks purification. Passionate, devote, neither anti-capitalist nor communist
in its spiritual calling, this cultural production in the interest of Islamic revival is an enigma that refuses
to be dismissed.

Parallel Time, Asian Time

Time is marker of history, and of life. In traditional China the year is divided into twenty-four sec-
tions (jie-qi), paced in tempo with the agricultural season. Each jie-gi is calibrated to the movement of
the sun, and the correspondence between human activity and planetary movement eventually evolves
into the complicated astrological system upon which fortunes of empires depended. China's cyclical
sixty-year calendar is created by matching two sets of numbers; one set representing the heaven and
the other the earth. The renewal of each cycle marks the renewal of the cosmos, as well as the full cycle
of a human life.

Today, not only in China but in almost every Asian country, people continue to observe at least two
calendars, to mark time and to commemorate human activities. The international calendar is based on
Christian years, which was first adopted for use in China in 1912, to be used concurrently with China's
dynastic reign (by then republican) calendar. In Japan the Emperor's reign year is still currently used.
The Buddhist calendar is observed in Buddhist countries like Thailand and Burma, this year being the
2543rd since the Lord Buddha's Enlightenment. Iran has two calendars, both Islamic but one is an
adjusted calendar, and they mark the departure of Prophet Mohammad from Mecca. This year is identi-
fied as 1382 and 1424 respectively.

Parallel systems of time form an often neglected but provoking cultural phenomenon of Asia; it
points to memories of time oriented by local cultural history and the modern era. The dual system
guides daily, especially urban, life, regimenting birthdays, school terms, working days and holidays.
The levels of communication between nations relate to the common calendars between them, marking
concerted rhythms and shared histories.

Traditional calendars in each country meet different fates, although their significance in daily life
appears to be weakening universally. In China, where the dependence on the international calendar is
national policy, the cosmic dimension of jie-qi, along with its implication of harmony with nature, is
fading. This phenomenon illustrates the corrosion of traditional values on account of new cultural
invasion, urging us to reflect on our own cultural position. Therefore we have identified "parallel time"
as an "Asian Factor”, and "parallel time" as the Asian time of cuitural spirit.

'Edges of the Earth: An Investigative Journey of Asian Art' has just begun. We would like to extend



to the edge of space the temporal horizon of Asian contemporary cultures now marked on our drawing
board in five colors. The links of the earth and the boundless depth of the heavens humble us and make
us shudder with awe.

This project has given us pause, making us reflect upon the role culture plays in the meeting be-
tween global condition and native resources. We have been led to examine the undercurrents connect-
ing contemporary art and real-politics, and study the effect it may have in developing national culture,
thereby taking a new stance with regards the conservative resilience of tradition and cultural innovation.
This project has opened a vital cultural vista, and it urges us to take hold of fleeting opportunities even
as we are observing the swift changes overtaking the ecology of the overall cultural field. This project is
also a sincere beckoning to dialogue, to create symbiotic structure in order to strengthen the expres-
sive possibilities of Asian contemporary art as a whole, while each culture continues to pursue its own
special mission. This series of journeys has been a confluence of many happy chance meetings, and it
is a celebration of common efforts in imagining Asia's cultural map.

This is only the first step forward, and we expect it not to be the last. We hope the message of this
earth link wilt draw the attention it deserves, and lead to broader visions. On this happy occasion | wish
to congratulate and thank all our friends who have supported us, in particular to our generous sponsor
the Zhejiang Green City Group.

Written at Nanshan, West Lake, on 30 September 2003, which is also the fifth day of the ninth moon,
kuiwei year.
[Translated by Chang Tsong-zung}
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