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Signs of Artistic Times in China
Every year there are about 400 exhibitions held around China featuring experimental art. These shows often take place in private
galleries owned by foreign curators working together with Chinese partners. In China, these privately owned galleries often pro-
vide a vital alternative to some of the state-operated exhibition spaces, including the China National Art Gallery in the heart of
Beijing. But, in order to position oneself even further into the laboratories of art making in China, one has to move more closely
towards the edges of the field, and towards the independent art spaces where artists gather to create many new visual structures
and continue the communication which constructs art to come.
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East Asia

By Thomas  J .  Berghuis

s in other parts of the world, the state-funded and even
many of the commercially operated exhibition spaces

often seem to position themselves somewhat behind the actu-
al front lines of cutting edge visual structures, which take
place in the field of artistic production at the many grassroot
levels of late modern societies around the world. Where these
institutions to a certain extent provide an important stage for
periodical art collections by presenting ‘signs of certain artis-
tic times’ to the interested members of the public, they also
seem to serve a wide variety of discourses that aim at regen-
erating both public and artistic morality and, often, at expand-
ing the order of ‘true’ artistic capital, thereby, they often
exclude certain pieces and construct new contextualizations
for those works that have been selected.

In practice, this means that anyone who works within the
field of cutting edge artistic production, either as a commer-
cial player or someone whose aim it is to provide explanato-
ry and illustrative incentives to the art we witness, has to be
aware of the canonical and sometimes ideological powers
that stand at the basis of many overview exhibitions held in
art institutes across the world. For the domains where art is
constructed lie in those spheres that precede the institu-
tionalized network, a network that often connects itself with
terms like the “Avant-Garde”, “Modern Art”, and “Contem-
porary Art”, a world of art galleries, museums, art fairs, bien-
nials, television programmes, magazine and newspaper
enclosures. In his Professorial Lecture at the University of
Sydney on 1 May, 2001, Terry Smith uses the term “the angle
of contemporary art, which takes us to the laboratories of art,
to the inner spaces where art is made these days, alongside
the artists who are working themselves to extremes for
us”[italics mine].1

In China, these places where art to come is constructed and
where artists work in making the conceptional and practical
provisions for art itself, include art academies, studios, artists’
villages, and independently operated exhibition spaces, as

well as privately organized art shows, which often last for no
longer than a few hours. These locations together form the
experimental art scene, a term that, at least in visual art, often
indicates a process in which former visual structures become
challenged and the artist makes room for new incentives,
often allowing manifestations of a more personal, con-
structed perception on a given environment in the artwork.
This means that experimental art can occur at any time and
any place. 

Experimental art, therefore, is most likely to set the
domains of art to come. It indicates a continuing process of
exploring a whole range of visual structures by the practic-
ing artist.“Contemporary Art”, is a another term that has
often been used to describe art of our time, but, at least with
a capital C and A, the term also refers to “…the institutional-
ized network through which the art of today presents itself
and to its interested audiences all over the world.”2 Experi-
mental art rather, by contrast to this, allows for continuous
improvization and innovation within these existing struc-
tures, and might even become more useful in identifying the
process of communicating through art, rather than bringing
forth communications about art.3

In examining these early stages in which experimental art
is made and former discourses are challenged, one enters
the regions where artists are pushing themselves to extremes
while creating a wide range of new visual structures, of
importance, in that they constitute major shifts in commu-
nicating through the use of art in a wide variety of regions
across China. Some such examples later became used in com-
munications about art, both in China and abroad. This was
the case with the shifts in artistic production that took place
during the 1980s, shifts and which cumulated into the China
Avant-Garde exhibition, held in February 1989 at the Nation-
al Gallery of Fine Art in Beijing. For many viewers, in par-
ticular those coming from abroad, the exhibition came to be
seen as part of a modernist movement. However, for many
of the artists in China attending, the exhibition became
important for its overview of a wide range of experiments in
modern art that sprang up in various regions around the
country over the preceding decade.4

More recently, the publication Fuck Off/ Bu Hezuo Fang-
shi, compiled by the Beijing-based art critics Ai Weiwei and
Feng Boyi and accompanied by a satellite exhibition to the
2000 Shanghai Biennial in downtown Shanghai with the
same title, showed similar attempts to present an overview
of many of the experimental artworks produced during the
second half of the 1990s.5 For many, however, the works in
the catalogue came as a shock, in particular those by artists
such as Sun Yuan (1972) and Zhu Yu (1970). Despite the fact
that the publication did bring together reproductions of a
large group of artworks produced in China during the 1990,
however, it is already no longer part of art to come. Rather, the
publication presents an overview of “signs of a certain artis-
tic time” – namely, communication through art which had

taken place at a variety of locations in Beijing and Shanghai
during the late 1990s, including the privately organized
underground exhibitions Post-Sense Sensibility – Alien Bodies
and Delusion (Beijing, 1999), Food as Art (Beijing, 2000), and
Bu Hezuo Fangshi/ Fuck Off (Shanghai, 2000). 

During the second half of the 1990s, and mainly outside
the realm of large institutional structures, a great number of
these privately operated art shows sprang up around China.
These were often held at private locations outside the centre
of major cities, such as Beijing, where the artistic commu-
nity meets to collaborate in staging and documenting numer-
ous private shows. Although these exhibitions seldomly last
for more than just a few hours, they are the foundation of the
cutting edge artscene, and, therefore, provide an environment
for continuous experiments in creating new visual structures
and new instances of communicating through art. These loca-
tions also serve as spaces where the artist community can
meet, discussing and sensing ‘signs of new artistic times’.

One of the most recent examples of such an exhibition was
Post Sense-Sensibility: Spree, held on 11 May 2001 at a local
theatre in Beijing. The show was directed by Qiu Zhijie who,
in 1999, had already organized the show Post-Sense Sensibil-
ity – Alien Bodies and Delusion together with the independ-
ent curator Wu Meichun. At 3pm the doors were locked and,
for the next three hours, visitors were confronted with a series
of performances that included Zhou Ren’s Massage, Liu Wei’s
Let’s Get Happy Together, Wang Wei’s Wedding, and Wu
Ershan’s Love is Like a Wave. For his performance Let’s Get
Happy Together, Liu Wei hired a professional female striptease
dancer, and together they danced inside a 2 sq. meter glass
box. As their dance became more erotic, Liu Wei began cov-
ering the glass walls with pigs’ blood, creating an orgy of
ambiguous vulgarity, which seemed senseless and surpass-
ing all reason. 

Those visitors who had arrived after the official opening
time found the entrance doors to the exhibition space locked
and were only allowed to watch a live video recording of the
show projected on a small television screen in the theatre’s
corridor. Some, anxious to find out more, used their mobile
phones to call those inside the exhibition space in hopes that
they could be let inside. Despite their efforts, the entrance
door remained locked and, instead, those outside were con-
fronted with a situation in which ‘real time’ information wan-
ders in an ‘unreal space’ of visual representation. Post-sense
Sensibility, therefore, described not merely a scene in which
artists produced works that move beyond any form of sensi-
bility, but, even more so, only by witnessing the making of
an artwork in ‘real time’ and ‘real space’ is the recipient
allowed to open all senses to the work. By contrast, the expe-
riences of those watching a visual registration of the show
often become connected to the selected medium of repro-
duction, and even more so when the work becomes part of a
publication on art, or a feature about art. <
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1 See: Smith, Terry. What is Contemporary Art: Contemporary Art, Contempo-

raneity, and Art to Come. Published by Artspace Visual Art Centre as part of

their Critical Issues Series, no. 6. Sydney: Artspace Visual Art Centre Ltd.,

(2001).

2 ibid.

3 Further comments on the way art functions as communication can be read

in: Luhmann, Niklas. Die Kunst der Gesellschaft (Art as a Social System).

Translated from German by Eva M. Knodt. Stanford, California: Stanford Uni-

versity Press, (2000).

4 In particular when taking into consideration the Chinese title of the exhibi-

tion, Zhongguo Xiandai Yishuzhan, or Exhibition of Modern Chinese Art.

5 See: Bu Hezuo Fangshi/Fuck Off. Beijing: Private Publication, (2000).
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Golden spout in the form of an elephant’s

head, once attached to a glass vessel,

found at Begram. Formerly Kabul Museum. 

… see this issue’s theme section,

pp. 8-16.
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