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11 of the artists included in this exhibition are bound by the

common theme of engaging some aspect of the literary culture of
China. Each artist individually incorporates one or more characteristics
of the millennia old-written loanguage. This literary cult which they
uniquely address has many levels of appreciation. First and foremost is
the importance of writing for both personal expression cnd social
functions—historical / scientific/and practical matters. Second is the role
that literature has in traditional Chinese society-no social advoncement
was possible without an education and mastery of literature. No council
or orgam of government functioned without a consummate knowledge
of historical precedent. As aresult education was the highest priority.
Thirdly, aesthetic appreciation was not only limited to perfection of writing
style, but also encompassed the manner in which it is written-calligraphy.

These artists are distinguished by their desire to make their work, first
and foremost, aresponse to the current international art movement. In
this shrinking world united by jet travel cnd electronic communication
at the brink of the twenty-first century, a true intemationalism, a world
art (not unlike world music) has been achieved. The intemational avont-
garde take on subjects of a political and personal nature in a number of

media and formats. Inherent in their artistic production are issues of
communication and cultural exchange framed in a new language
spoken across the loanguage boundaries. These artists from China,
like their international counterparts ond compatriots who chose to
remain in China, travel extensively throughout the world, showing
their crt and interacting with each other. One com appreciate their
uniform concern for technology and communication in their
appropriation of the computer for artistic expression. None of them
create work that is a commodity, but rather create an environment-
whether in the form of ecrthwork, installation or web page. These
formats, by definition, are necaly impossible to be commodicized.

Being educated in two cultures—two different writing systems cnd
artistic traditions, they cannot pursue new directions in
internationalism by completely rejecting their own collective past.
So taking the cumbersome Chinese written longuage as a theme in
their art, they seek to introduce it to the west. They are revitalizing a
tradition many thousonds of years old, by adapting it to the modemn
world.



Longbin Chen

Usmg books for his sculpture, Longbin Chen recycles objects of
the literary eamd - popular culture revedling the fickle fashions in
knowledge and style. Chen atfirms that books are becoming artifacts of
vy literate culture: as a result of high speed electronic
Cmerpurucq-hon and the growing lack of space for the paper-based

raries, books are being discarded in favor of cybernetic facsimiles,
e aesthetic appreciation once evoked by books—carefully bound and
bgauhﬁmy typeset—is becoming a distent memory in the wake of the
disposable tomes of cheap paper and poorly printed books that flood
the supermarkets, cirports, and national book chains, Locking at Chen's
WOIK is looking both at the past and considering the consequences of
the forces in modern life.

Big Face, 1995

WOOQen Cases and telephone books

Lo_oklng like a Buddhist icon, Big Face is made from recycled New York
City telephone directories. The undulating surfaces of the physiognomy
are shaped from used books; the mysterious spiritual expression of the
paper idol's features is conveyed by subtle fluctuations of color, the
result of the ink patterns of the commercial advertisements printed on
the pages. From the back the structure of the piece is revealed—it is a
Wooden bookcase whose shelves are lined with thick, dated telephone
directories. The content of the interior world of Big Face is suggested by
the kinds of books of which it is constructed, as intellectual life is shaped
by the type of reading matter digested.

Endless, 1996

computer printer paper

For Endless, computer paper is used- continuously issuing from opposing
piles, the forms coalesce at the center into three reclining figures. The
mass of computer paper, looking as if it were spewing from printers, has
a scifi mood that suggests the antiseptic world of conformity and
uniformity of computer dominated life.

Twist Angel, 1995

books and wire

Twist Angel is suspended from the ceiling. The air-bound 220 cm long
celestial female form stretches overhead, her spine a row of dozens of
brightly colored joined text ooks.

New Stone Age, 1995-97

wood and magazines

The New Stone Age recdalls the passing of pre-literate Neolithic culture.

In imitation of cachaeological artifacts, axes, mallets and hommers,

measuring up to 20 centimeters in height, are fashioned from fashion

magazines and attached with string to wooden handles. The ancient

weapons and tools once composed of durable stone are ironically

recreated from the ephemera of daily life; these are munitions of

contemporary civilization-information. Now this data, like the stone
“weapons, is also obsolete.

Xing Fei

Xing Fei has recreated the distinguished “grass script” type of
calligraphy of Huai Su (725-75) whose style ond movement cre defined
as free and powerful. Xing Fei explains that the calligraphy installation
tries to combine a classical Chinese crt form with contemporary aesthetic
sensibilities to find a new way to appreciate the ancient tradition. An
intimate engagement with words cnd writing is presented.

Red Book, 1996

ink ond gouache on paper

Xing Feirecreated a traditional Chinese ceye, cn accordion shaped ook
used by the literati to document their artistic activities and personal
feelings. The ink and gouache horizontal composition comprise
calligraphic renditions of ancient Tang dynasty (8th c.) poems
celebrating the Yangtze River. The poems range from sad to romamtic
and passionate, and it is through the selection of these writings that the
artist's own moods are suggested. Living far from Ching, such evocations
of home are poignant. The emotional tone of the pieces is inherent
in the sentiments associated with the poets and the works chosen, as well

as the memner of representation. The red wash ig
reminiscent of a vision of sunset on the Yon

fermous poets. In this way the use of red enhonceg 4
piece. The application of the wash-whether thicy Onc? Conter o by
tramslucent, splotchy or fluid, calm or harmied-is in COnoenquk' Ol the
of the various poems. The wash simult(meou_gly in With the mﬂnq
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musical notation, these images unfold along the hOn'zoe P Lﬁe
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The Grass Script 1,1998

yarn, wire, and computer genercited wallpaper o, i
Famrnous lines of Chinese poetry cre written in elegemt cqmwlre

with ink on rice paper. These are scemned into the COmpthme e
enhonced and modified, printed in sheets that cre Tasied er, WSUQHY
in o random fashion. Familior phrases appecr on the S N the Wy
paper, their mecning preserved; but within the context Ofe

the content is lost in the helter-skelter reconstitution of the thg Plece
by spot lights, they cast shifting shadows on the strips of lons, 14
gently sway with the passage of viewers through the 5 Quszgllst g

The Grass Script II, 1989-1996

ink, rice paper, silk, ond wire

Executed in the "Huai Su” style of calligraphy, these nine i

are written in typical Chinese tradition and format. Moving mgﬁSCrous
them 25 foot long coils of wire are bent into calligraphjc Tt ont of
cre linked. Made of light-weight gauge, they are easily sent 1, . that
ond contrast with the written words behind them, ﬂlustrcxﬁng theky, g
movement shared by both materials-calligraphy and wire Sculp mre;lc

Zhao Suikang

Zhao works in an extraordinary range of media. He heg Mg
lcrge-scale wooden and metal sculptures and installations employ e
neon, incandescent and florescent light with tramsparent mateﬁqlsyllfk}g
plastic, glass and water, and computer-generated or Shdeprojecteg
images in concert with musical performomces. An importomt theme
communication ond the interaction of cultural identities Iepresenteq
by longuage ond art. Communication is taken in its broadest sense fo
include interpersonal relationships as a metaphor for intercultury

connections. Often the texts cre drawn from religious or poetic traditiong

Red Fish Tank, 1996

fish tamk, text

Red Fish Tank is a tall glass box, filled with water and fish. Written op
the glass are Chinese, English, French, Japcnese and Arabic writing
respectively transcribed on either side of the glass.  As the fish move
about the tamk, the calligraphy is projected on them creating a moving
and chonging pattern.  Through the complicated mulit-layered
transparency of texts, glass and water is om image of harmony and
counter movement. The water in which the fish constently move about
is the arena of interaction; it is the only dynamic part of the piece.

Polyphonic Redlities, 1998
computer, string, LDC projector/sound installation
A computer is placed at the center of a 13 foot square space. Hanging
from the ceiling, hundreds of strings reach almost to the floor. The
program in the computer is hooked up to LCD projectors which project
the some images onto the stings as the one emanating from the
computer. A globe of the world occupies the screen. Viewers, whose
movements enliven the strings can click on a place on the globe and
a screen comes up with three different texts, written in layers over one
another in contrasting vivid colors. These scripts drawn fromd varlet}[{
of languages-Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, English, French, Scmskt,
Hebrew- are animated and appear fo be continuously written bY (mls
invisiole hand. In synch with the texts, music of the same Culures
interwoven.

Color Florescent Pamphlets, 1992
plastic sheets, florescent tubing

Jastic
Texts from the major religions are written on the see-through P



sheets that like o Chj >
Behind the wri Chinese folded book are extended across the wall.

1€ written surfaces are horizontal florescent tubing that enlightens
the religious script.

Xu Bing

Nearly CIll of Xu’'s works address some aspect of the literary culture—
Whether it be the written character, book form, or silk writing surfaces.
One of Xu Bing’s major concerns is literary communication.

Case Study for New English Words:

Pcat I, Spanish Names, 1994-96

ink on paper

Experimentation with the forms of Study for a New English Calligraphy:
Part I, Spanish Namesis preserved on dozens of long pieces of rice paper
scrolls measuring 19" in length omd adoout 11" high. A traditional format,
the paper horizontal scroll has been used for scholarly, litercry ond
pictorial arts throughout China's long history. Also resembling Chinese
scholernly texts, the black writing is accompomied by critical comments
inscribed in red, like footnotes. These sheets cre part of cm interactive
piece exhibited in Spain where Xu created a longuage of Spamish names
using the new script. Viewers could sit ot ot computer cnd use Xu's
Program containing the new scripts to type their names; the computer
tramslated their names into the new script and printed it out.

ABC, 1991-94

cerarmic

In ABC the relationship between Western language and Chinese
pictographs is explored. The square pillar like ceramic pieces, similar to
Chinese name chops, are modeled with Chinese pictographs. On the
side of the pillar their Western alphabetic equivalents are inscribed.
Sometimes one, other times several characters are necessary to recreate
the phonetic script: for example the sound W = “double u.”

Part Two: Six Artists From China—Shang Yang,
Zhang Ddli, Liu Yom, Huang Yan, Zhu Jingshi, and
Wang Huaxiang

Shang Yang

Shang Yang, an artist in his middle fifties, lives in Beijing. Long a teacher
of art in the Academy, his involvement in the Ticncnmen movement led
to his dismissal and being observed for a number years. Shang
Yong's painting can be read like a personal dicry. Some works comment
on the commercialism in China’s art education system and others
chronicle his physical illness and social issues like cormuption cmd pollution
and the lack of freedom of expression.

Landscape, 1996 .

paper and oil on canvas
1—111'1e1\évnsldscclpe, painterly technicques render crusty eﬁ'eclrts of the }s{urfac;
of the mountain, which is @ metaphor of human activity. The X-1ay °
lungs in the lower right refers to his own illness, the ra_mpcrnt 'governmeﬁs
—sponsored smoking, cnd the polluted air of Chmalwhlch forces
inhabitomts to limit their movements in the ecrly morning. News;;og)er
clippings refer the daily events thcrt' suggest the limited forms c; % g:
expression in China. Since ancient hmes'the londscape was a Ve it
for artists to express their politico-social agendas by §howulgﬂ
undergoing various chcnges—denuded, 'dep_opulcxted, mcrtlor(;tuI Z
orgamnized. Shang’s landscape with cn interior view of }he subsmill -
of the mountain having turned bloody shows the corruption cnd pollu

of modern society.

Zhang Dali | (g5t
Zhomg Dalli is infarmous for spray painting his profile on public buikdgg;
after the Tioncnmen events. A gifted photogrqpher, Zhang mbe =
record of his more ephemeral graffiti works which he sends toh 4 éDhe
cessed in Italy. Importemt concerns for Zhcng are the plaqestsw ed e
has chosen to spray paint, the images over w. ch he pain h and | =
context—both iconographical cnd artistic. 'I'b.e numl_:er of hmas e %c;ﬁ
the profile varies from one to four or more in d hgnzontal §en&so.st ofteg
cartoon images for political commentary in public space 1s m :
associated with Keith Horring's work. For Zhang Ij.owever, political qom
mentary is inherent in the street scenes and the incongruous qouphng;
of political slogamns from the government’s outd_oor wall campaigns ar
new advertisements with his idiosyncratic profile.

Dialogues: Bejjing, 1997

affiti on wall ' o
%ere the representation of Chinese bicycle and an urlbam resident is juxtar-
posed with the graffii image. The relationship between the every-
day life of the city is contrasted with the defacing of monuments by
advertisements cnd political slogans and those buildings slated for de-
struction for the rebuilding of modern China.

Liu Yan

Once a Professor of physics at a national university, Liu Yan rejected the
academic world and engaged in artistic activities. Experimenting with
a numbser of media, his work from the ecaly '‘90s uses found objects se-
cured to a rectangular composition. Many from 1992-1993 are actually
books that are partially painted cnd/or covered with plaster, excavated
and filled with found objects. One exhibits a gilt crucifix, cmother painted
entirely white, displays cn intact fish skeleton. Though Liu Yem does not
directly address the issues of freedom of the press cnd censorship, his
treatment of books cmd newspapers demonstrates his frustration with the
lack of free expression in China.

Text Series, 1995, book cnd paint

Work from the early '90s uses found objects secured to a rectongular
composition, many from 1992-1993 are actually books. Some, splat-
tered with white are rent into pieces; the fringed threads of the paper
form textured relief patterns that contrast with the disfigured text.

Amber China Series, 1997

newspaper, dumpling dough, Chinese earth, acrylic, red paint

In Amber China Series, importcmt newspaper articles recording extraor-
dinary events—the founding of the Communist party in 1949, the explo-
sion of nuclear weapons, the death of Mao, the tial of the Gang of
Four, the return of Hong Kong, etc.—are covered with scattered dump-
lings filled with Chinese ecrth. Sometimes a dumpling is splattered with
red paint that bleeds on the page. The whole is cast in o thick coating
of clear yellow plastic. Due to the problems of controlling the tempera-
ture of melted plastic, the casting process is quite difficult. Like a fossil
preserved in natural amber, each event has solidified o moment of
history. Liu Yon describes the problems and expense of collecting these
old newspapers for his project. The reverence for history inherent in the
Confucian culture is poignantly presented in this testimony to modern



ZSS:;I Sy ml ore, the news is readable and reported in astyle obse-
chroni 1Y venerating Mao and the party agenda. Liu has become a
Cler preserving moments of Chinese history in his crt, while edito-

Hahzmg_on its.cor_ltent both by his choice of articles and by the artistic
context in which it is cast for posterity.

Huang Yan

Huang ch Who s in his thirties experiments with the rubbing technique
m asermnes of works datti g to the period 1988-1998. Like printing, rulb-
bings are cn jmpression of a flat surface by the application of ink to
baper. Daubing the damp paper affixed to the object, the patterns on
the surface of the object are tramsferred to the paper. In the past this ort
has been used to reproduce inscribed stone stele, but Huang Yan ap-
phes it to demolished buildings, cars, chairs omd other everyday objects.
Like an archaeclogist documenting artifacts of lost civilizations, Huang
preserves the outlines of the disappecring culture of China: walls, doors,

jm‘gdpw lattices, street signs, house numbers ond even a cor, each part
individually printed cnd reassembled.

Rubbing Removed Buildings, 1996

paper, ink, computer generated image

In a cprnputer generated image of a room entitled Rubbing Removed
Buﬂdzngs Huong Yan displays a rubbing of a car, represented in three
dimensions, in aroom whose walls are filled with rubbings of brick walls
and floor tiles with mamhole cover. Harsh florescent light illuminates the
space. In contrast to the black and white rubbings of the car and envi-
ronment are the vivid polychrome street maps mounted on the walls.
A tall, bright blue inked rubbing of a tree trunk stretches from ceiling to
floor and a fallen column in a pile of bricks has been added to the back-
ground. In assembling the room exaggerated perspective has been

applied, Creating a cramped space that dramatically recedes from the
viewer.

Chair, 1996

paper, ink, wood

This work presents several rubbings of an intact chair. As the chedr was
gradually cut up with a knife, the step by step process of destruction
was recorded in successive rubbings. The final pile of chips assembled
into different crrangements was printed in a numbser of variations and
as positive and negative images. Additionally, each stage of the whole
process was recorded in anovel like narration of the undertaking cnd
carved onto wood blocks which were also printed. Daoz, a leading
avant-garde art critic living in Beijing, explained that this methodical
destruction of the chair is clearly a metaphor for the events of the Cul-
tural Revolution during which gradually dll the cultural monuments were
ravaged.

Column of Chinese Words, 1996

computer generated image

Chinese Word Column is huge tower of characters, the large scale graphs
adhere to a central pole as if by magnetism. The huge vertical structure
is superimposed over a photo of a three-tiered, circular marble base
from am imperial monument in Beijing crowded with tourists. Yon ex-
plains that the monument represents imperial power and the totemistic
feeling the Chinese have for their language.

Zhu Jinshi

Zhu Jingshi, an artist in his early forties, lives part of the year in Beijing,
the other part in Berlin. His recent signature works are made of rice
paper - single sheets that measure four feet square. The very high qual-
ity paper which is relatively rare now is the second traditional material,
in addition to silk, used for both calligraphy and painting. But her the
pristine paper is untouched by the brush. Using the principle material of
the literati culture, of which books, writing cnd painting are made, Zhu
makes large scale architectural installation pieces. Like other artists who
use texts and works in new ways, he takes the ancient material of the
literati culture and updates it for the moderm world.

Winter Melon, 1996

rice paper, installation piece at the

Art Museum of Capital Normal University in Beijing,
Winter Melon comprises piles of rumpled sheets of h
fills the czect; there is no way to enter the room. Eqcp ofth at enﬁrely
one hundred neat piles of paper occupying the | ag € iden,

entj
es
around 122 cm a side and 300 cm high. e spyc e

The Tao of Rice Paper, 1997, rice paper

Suspended from the oculus of cn omate baroque-style galle
of Rice Paper isa paper cylinder fabricated by closely w overg' The 1,
crumpled rice paper. The monumentdlity of the piece deriveg flrbleces of
45 feet high, and its crchitecturad context: soaring through e morm Size.
interior of the gallery, the shape of the cylinder is echoeq in the Ostory
form of the second story gallery through which it passeg tor ecu Qy
round oculus from which it is suspended. The spiral starrg leqdinQCh the
second floor allow for closer viewing of the mottled surfacg A?é? the
lighting from the gallery is secondary to the illumination fropy, the ICiq
the domed ceiling and the clerestory windows of the secong v leYe of
using the principle material of the literati culture, of which Bedly Thgs
ing and painting cre made, Zhumade lorge scale architechyy m‘;VtTlt
lation pieces. Like other catists who use texts omd words in ney, -
takes the ancient material of the literati culture cnd update
modem world.

Ways, he
Sit for the

Wang Huaxiong

Waong Huaxicmg's work is a jarring combination of Western olg Masstey
oil painting technicues and famous images coupled with pop portrats
of contemporery figures. Painted with jewel like intensity reminiscent &
the Dutch masters, his works cre canvas size. Brilliomt colors are juytq.
posed with the flat black background he currently favors. His ot has
been classified as the Post 1989 generation Neo Objectivism, Wang states.
"My artis atrue lie, an answerless riddle. I draw roads for my qudience
myself as well, and then invite my audience to lose themselves along
these roads.”

Heaven is on a Flying Dragon, 1998

oil paint on camvas

Here a Renaissance prince stomds against a black background. Once
again the accuracy of the reproduction is startling. Separated by alarge
expcmse of space is the Chinese leader, Hua Guofeng on the left, He
tums to the prince, applauding. The reference to the Machiavellian
politics practiced in Chinais clear. At top there is an inscription *Heaven
ison aflying dragon”.
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