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Chan Meets Dada 

Merging Destruction and Tradition in the Avant-Garde Mentality 

Guannian Gengxin: Revolution in Ideas 

'(he Chinese term gum111i1111 means "idea." Around 

late 1984 and early 1985, gu11n11i1111 gmgxi11 

became the most popular notion among the avam

gardists and the younger generation. lt even had 

an impact on the circle of middle-aged academic 

artists. Cuannian gmgxin literally means to have a 

"revolution in ideas." After the Open Door policy 

and new painting trends emerged in the prior several 

years, the change of ideas became a fundamental 

issue in the developmem of Chinese contemporary 

arr, as opposed to the mere substitution of themes or 

style. But what is gu111111ir111 in the particular Chinese 

context? It first refers to a desire for further cultural 

exchange between China and the West. \Xfith a strong 

voice advocating greater openness and freedom in the 

creation of arr, it became a common point of view in 

the literary and an worlds during the middle of the 

l 980s. 1 It emailed a pursuit of revolutionary ideas in 

the creation of an, rather than emphasizing material 

production. In this context, "ideas" are nor concepts 

in the sense of Western conceptual art; rather it is 

concerned with promoting :in :ivant-garde culwral 

revolution, often highly critical, in art. 

Apart from the influemial trend of a specifically 

Chinese form of humanism (renwm), discussed in the 

previous chapter, this a vane-garde of ideas became the 

most radical art propagated by the '85 Movement. It 

first emerged in the middle of the 1980s, in randem 

with the renwen tendencies of the '85 Movement. 

In my historic essay defining the '85 Movement, I 

divided the avam-garde groups into three elements. 

'Jhe first two were the previously discussed rationalist 

painting and current of life tendencies, which 

passionately engaged in "emhusiastic humanism" 

(remven jingshen). '!he third element manifested as 

what 1 called a "revolution of ideas imbued with 

activism" ('!;1ttll111ian gengxi11 )'" xingwei zlmyi). 2 

'lhe phenomenon of a revolution in ideas in the 

'85 Movement was inspired by Western contemporary 

art, including conceptual art, the name given to a 

North American and British art movement of the 

l 960s and l 970s. However, as usual in the Chinese 

context, the purpose and the revolutionary logic arc 

different from the Euro-American if one examines 

the comparative situations with any specificity. 

·1 he term "conceptual arr" was translated 

inro Chinese in two ways in the 1980s: "idea arr'' 

('1;11f111nia11 yishu) and "concept art" (gainian J•ishu). 
Cummian carries with it a much broader set of 

connotations than g11i11i11n. 'lhe former refers to the 

general meaning of mind-based or thought-based 

practice in a particular comexr, while rhe latter has 

a narrower definition of a specific notion. Chinese 

conceptual art is more accurately denned as idea art 

(gummian yishu), because the artists working in this 

vein were committed to examining broad cultural 

and social issues, rather than focusing on the internal 

concerns of art itself~ as was the case in the first phase 

of Western conceptual an practiced during the late 

1960s. For instance, the Art and Language group 

attempted to probe the relationship between words, 

objccrs, and images while swdying rhc significarion 

theories of hench theorists such as Saussure, or later 

of Wittgenstein. In Chinese arr, there has never 

been a theory that attempts to divide words from 

images, or study them separately. Due to the integral 

nature of calligraphic history, and the essential 

allegorical, metaphorical, and poetic coupling of 

words and images in the history of Chinese an, 

there is no Western historical relationship that can 
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accommodare rhis equivalency. ln some Chinese 

idea arr, such as rhar of Xu Bing, Gu Wenda, or \X/u 

Shanzhuan, images and words arc resolved into one 

holistic concept. '!his is partially because the Chinese 

language is itself based on pictographic images, with 

no scpararion hcrwecn word and image. I will discuss 

chis issue in rhe next chaprer. 

Ir is also important ro note rhat, unlike its 

Western counrerparr, idea arr in China did nor 

develop from a logical or historical progression of 

aesthetic avant-gardism. :--lever has there existed in 

China a sphere of aesthetic auconomy as described 

by Perer Bi.irger and other Western theorises of the 

avant-garde. 1l1e European and North American 

conceptual art of che lace 1960s and early 1970s was, 

in chis respect, a new movement chat furthered rhe 

modernise project by questioning rhe role of arr as 

an instrument of representation while challenging 

che insricutional apparacus, ulrimarely leading co 

what some postmodern theorises would call the 

demacerialincion of arc in che 1980s. What was 

essential co rhe Euro-North American experience, 

and pcrfecrly epitomized by rhe seance of Marcel 

Duchamp, was the critical examination of art 

insriwcions and che complicated quest for autonomy 

inherent in rhe Wesrern avanr-garde rradition.' As 
rhe father of Wesrern conceprual arr, "Duchamp did 

not hail 'Anti-An' like the Berlin Dadaists, bur rather 

a subrly complex form of 'Non-arr."'' ;\lonecheless, 

the conceptual arc char emerged in rhe lacer 1960s in 

North America and Britain seemed co continue the 

search for aesthetic autonomy in a foiled avant-garde 

tradition. Nun-arr srill respects rhe line of arr hisrury; 

anri-arr (in the sense of inclusion and synthesis, 

rather than exclusion and split), however, to which 

I rather refer the Chinese avant-garde, attempts to 

modif), rhe relarionship berween arr and rhe roral 

social and cultural system in which it exists. 

In positioning itself as an anti-art project, the 

'85 Movement, and especially idea art, adopted the 

same foundation as Mao's Red Guard art during 

rhe Cultural Revolution. On rhe orher hand, rhe 

revolution in ideas also continued the coral moderniry 

project from the early twentieth century's revolution 

in art, as discussed in chapter 1. The difference 

between Mao's anti-art and the earlier intended 

revolution in arr was that rhe former was populist, 

whereas rhe larrer was srill based on an inrcllecrual, 

or elite, model. 

"lhe anri-art methodology of Chinese idea art, 

therefore, was not a logical, conceptual development 

of arr from within, but a response co the external forces 

of both the social and rhe artistic environment. In rhc 

1980s, Chinese idea art played a role similar co that 

of Dada; that is ro say, it was a vehicle for challenging 

social and aesthetic conventions. The anti-art project 

of the l 980s was initiated by I luang Yongping in 

conjunction wirh rhe Xiamen Dada group, and 

further developed by Gu Wenda, Wu Shanzhuan, 

and Xu Bing, among ochers. 'lhis group of artisrs 

of the 1980s also embraced traditional philosophy, 

in partirnlar Chan Buddhism, which encourages an 

ironic sensibiliry and a refusal ro privilege any one 

doctrine over another in the search fur truth. 'lhe third 

arsenal of inAuences for Chinese idea art's arrack on 

the sraws quo was Mao's revolurionary an. especially 

its nihilistic and destructive philosophy, which one 

may be :ible to find in aspects of the work of Huang 

Yungping, Xu Bing, Cu Wenda, and a number of 

others. In the approach chey pioneered, the Chinese 

language and its characters became the major sources 

of Chinese idea arr. 

Unlike rhe idea arrisrs of rhe 1980s, who 

committed themselves to a philosophical elaboration 

of Chan principles in art. the arrists of the 1990s 

had little interest in philosophical and linguistic 

elaborations of an anti-arr project. T nstead, they 

freely selected and transformed quorid ian objects 

in their surroundings. ·1 hey continued the anti-art 

tradition of the 1980s, making some urn marketable 

(and impossible-to-display) works of art in their 

apartments, or on the streets, in response to both 

the harsh political environment and ever more 

widespread consumerism. 'lhe anti-art sentiment 

of the early 1990s was even more extreme chan char 

of earlier times, marked as it was by the dramacic 

dcmaterialization and deinstirntionalization of the 

projects. 'lhc artists began to share, however, some 

common interests and targets with their Western 

counrerparrs, due ro rhe rising prominence of rhe 

transnational arc marker forces of the l 990s. 

'this anti-arr project could also be seen as a 

critique of Chinese idea art that both comments on 

and encourages a closer investigation of the moral 
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condicion of rhe avant-garde itself. In rhe 1980s, 

rhe idea arrisrs were critical of rhe romanticism and 

utopianism of rheir avanr-garde colleagues, like chose 

involved in rhe new Chinese humanism (renwen), 

such as rhe rationalise and current of life painters. 

·1 he difference between renwe11 andg11m111i1m was 

char while rhe renwen arrisrs advoc:ued ideas when 

making artworks, the idea in their specific humanist 

practice was materialized. From a methodological 

perspective, "ideas" for che renwen artists were more 

or less equivalent ro rhemes; although renweu artists 

proclaimed char their arr wenr beyond arr, rheir arr 

fundamencally existed as a reAection of rhoughr. In 

ocher words, renwen artworks contained materialized 

ideas based in moral or philosophical tendencies. 

·1 he g11a1111ian arrisrs of rhe '85 Movement, on 

rhe orher hand, were concerned wirh rhe function 

of arr. and sought ro answer dehning questions 

such as: What is arr? What is contemporary arc 

in rhe changing context from modernism co 

posrmodernism? Whar is rhe relationship between 

social life and arr-making? What is rhe relationship 

bet\veen rhe writing of arr history, artworks, and rhe 

social system? ln ocher words, the Chinese idea art 

project during the 1980s (as well as 1990s) was about 

social power and discourses related co arr. 

·1he renwen painters strove ro replace Mao's 

previous representational art, including its byproducts 

(e.g .. scar and rustic painting). 'lhis replacement and 

criticism did noc engage che methodological aspects 

of arr bur rather irs moral aspecrs. ·1 he g11r11111ian 

anises, however, wanred co completely undermine 

any kind of representation, including rhar of che 

previous renwe11 arc. 

"lherefore, che Chinese idea artists of the 

1980s positioned themselves as invesrigarors of the 

corruption of rheir avant-garde colleagues; and yet 

again, as the social critics of Chinese modernity. 

llie aparrmcnc anises of chc early 1990s, and chc 
artists of Chinese maximalism which peaked in 

the mid-1990s, engaged in a project of a different 

kind of dematerialization, which can be dehned as 

materialization involved in daily experience, using 

inexpensive materials, proposals on paper, and 

repetitious, rime-consuming labor co make their 

small-scale installations in various private spaces. 

Artworks of chis kind served co distance the artists 
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from material desires and the social corruption chat 

affected the avant-garde circles of the l 990s. 

1l1e revolution in ideas exemplified by Chinese 

g11am1ian arc had several demonscracivc features. One 

was che blurring of boundaries between social life and 

arc within a Chinese context. Recall char inccllcccual 

life was one of the most important driving forces of 

Chinese social reform during the 1980s, as discussed 

in chapter 3. Boch Chan tradition and Mao's legacy 

existed as referenrial models for chis revolution in 

ideas. 'I he exploration of the division between arr and 

life is one of the most important legacies of Western 

conceptual art since Duchamp. Chinese avant-garde 

artists of this period disdained only presenting rhe 

notion, and consequent macerializacion, of che 

idea inro arrwork. lnsread, rhey arren1pred ro rum 

ideas or concepts into holistic entities through their 

enthusiastic activism. In many ways, they succeeded 

and were able to make arc a social event of daily life. 

·1 he second important feature of Chinese 

g11a1111ian art was the search for con tcxrualization, 

which resulted in a rejection of arbitrary readings of 

the work of arc while critically assessing rhe power of 

authorship embedded in the cult of the artist. Within 

chis context, Chinese conceprual au-r approached 

anti-conceptual arr through an examination of 

the individual's experience, involving a kind of 

medirarion. Ulrimacely, it was nor the concept of 

arc buc che process of making che arc char defined 

chis conceptual cum. One may follow chis line of 

development from Xu Bing's word works, such as A 

Book from the Sky and Chom J>o1111tli11g tht' Wall, to 

chc forms chat we call maximal ism. 

hnally, it is very important to note that the 

Chinese idea arc project represented a paradoxical 

negotiation between a perceptual aesrheric and irs 

complete destruction. Again, unlike most of their 

Western counterparts, Chinese avant-garde artists 

never attempted to relinquish or diminish the pm-ver 

of che visual. On the contrary. the Chinese deployed 

visual power ro enhance the conceptual meaning of 

their works. '[he best example of chis sort is Xu Bing's 

Book ji-om the Sk)' of 1986-1987 (sec chapter 7 for a 

full discussion). "I his attempt at balance between che 

visual and the conceptual was characteristic of all chc 

gummian artworks, and ir had its roots in traditional 

Chines<:: a<::sth<::tic th<::ory, which discouraged extremes 
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of any type in arr practice. ·1 his negotiation had rwo 

functions. One was co go beyond the rradirional idea 

ofarr represenrarion and reach rhe realm ofa coralizing 

cultural sphere. Second. the negotiation between 

the visual and the conceptual is the foundation of 

Chinese language, which played an imporrant role in 

shaping ideological orthodoxy throughout Chinese 

history. Needless to say, traditional calligraphy and 

script became one of the major weapons for the 

g1111nnir1n. By employing the Chinese language, the 

gur111nir111 project involved both a reconstruction and 

a simultaneous deconstruction of Chinese heritage, as 

it established. a critical contemporary transformative 

methodology and denuded calligraphy of its didactic 

institutional function. 

In chis chapter. I \viii discuss the gur11111ir1n 

projects from 1985 co 1989 that established a 

foundation for the next generation to follow. Tn 

rhe following chapters, I will 1110\'e co the gur11111ir111 

projects in alrernative spaces, including the aparrmenr 

:m (go11gy11 yislm) and maximalism (jiduo zhuyi) of 

rhe 1990s. 

·1he gur1n11ir1n projecr of the 1980s consisted of 

three different aspects: (l) a Chan-Dada-oriented 

direction, which was mainly practiced by che Xiamcn 

Dada group led by Huang Yongping; (2) the practice 

of language arr, adopred by Wu Shanzhuan, Xu 

Bing, and Cu Wenda; and (3) rhe activities char 

attempted to cross the boundary between art and 

daily life. 'lhc lase approach was spread mostly in 

rhe 1990s, in maximalism and aparcmenr arr. Many 

artists and groups of the 1980s were involved with 

various visual languages. For instance, considcr 

the tactile art (ch11j11e yislm, discussed in chapter 7) 

created by Wang Luyan, Chen Shaoping, and Cu 

Dexin in Heijing; some :irt projects generated by 

the Pool Society in Hang1,hou and the M Group in 

Shanghai; and some pop arr and performance art by 

the groups from Fujian, Shanxi, Guangzhou, Hubci, 
and I funan provinces. No matter how different the 

projects were, the main purpose of g11r11111ir111 art from 

rhis period was ro make a revolutionary break from 

the old concepts of arc. 1l1ey sought not only to go 

beyond the long-dominant forms of socialist realism, 

but also to break with all the new trends in art that 

had emerged after rhe Cul rural Revolution, including 

the humanism (rmwm) of the '85 Movement. 

202 

for example, in 1986 Huang Yongping published 

an article entitled "Xiamen Dada-A Kind of 

Postmodern ism," in which he dircccly challenged chc 

"lofty spirituality" and "rational ism" of the :---Jorthern 

Arr Croup.' Artists such as Xu Bing and Wu 

Shanzhuan carried out the greatest subveu-sive attacks 

on utopian tendencies. ·the revolution of ideas in the 

'85 Movement cvolvcd into an anti-an projcct that 

emerged from the philosophical level. Herc, anti-an 

meant rebelling against old arr, rhc hypocrisy of arr, 

:ind tot:ilitarian and institutional art. 

Anti-Art 

f luang Yongping can be considered the pioneer of 

Chinese idea :irt, when viewed in terms of :ilmost 

every characrerisric of Chinese g11r11111ir111 arr discussed 

above.<' Born in 1954, Huang Yongping graduated 

from the Department of Oil Painting at the Zheji:ing 

Academy of hne Art in I langzhou in 1982. I fc then 

worked for seven years as a secondary school reacher, 

after which he left China for rrance. 

·1 he key tenets of l luang's philosophy are: ( l) 

art is not significant in and of itself~ at least insofar 

as it expresses a person's individuality; (2) it is 

only when something can bring abour change in 

specific conrexrs rhar rhis thing can be called arr; (3) 

moreover, one must completely demolish the notion 

of arr and destroy any doctrine or sysrcm char has 

prescribed goals for art. Huang's anti-art project 

soughr ro demolish not only rhe m:icerial form, 

function, and system of art, but also the game of arr 

irsdf. Ir is important to note that although his anti

art project was inAuenced by Dadaism, its theoretical 

basis was in traditional philosophy, in particular the 

theory of nothingness or w11. 

Alchough Huang rarely commented on 

contemporary Chinese arc before he left for Pari~, 

almost every step of his strategy was targeted at a 
fashionable contemporary trend in art. In 1983, he 

devoted himself to a project with the eventual goal 

of eliminaring self-expression from rhe arr-making 

process. Huang was working in opposition to 

aestheticism, which was fashionable among academic 

painters in China in the late l 970s and early l 980s 

who valued self-expression and individual style." 

Like Duchamp. Huang asserted thar industrial mass 

Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.139.105.159



production was far more truthful and powerful than 

any subjective arr wirh a unique, individual srylc. 

He created a series of painting~ using a spray gun 

and lacquer rather than a brush and oil painr, and 

titled the works P11i11t [Spray} Gun Series. All of 

his "painrings" were similarly associated with the 

industrial cquip111cnr that he used to create rhc111, 

such as Pipe with TShape (Di11gzixi11gg11m1d110). 'Jhe 

unsentimental titles and images tend, as l luang said, 

to "demolish any trace of a human's individual style 

wirh unique srrokcs."s 

Also in 1983, Huang Yongping and fellow 

artists organized an exhibition called the "rive

Man Exhibition" ("Wurcn huazhan") in which 

they displayed various rcadymadc works. As they 

demonstrated, "rhe shmv arrcmpts ro question the 

illusion of represenrarion in arr and its associared 

criteria, and the experimental works of the show 

Huang Yongping, Nonexpressive Painting: Roulette 

Wheel Series, 1985. 

Chan Meets Dada 

are presented as a bridge ro link daily life and arr 

rogcrhcr. "9 

\Xlhcn the '85 Movc111cnt c111crgcd, Huang 

decided that rather than express social 111eanings in 

artworks as the humanists did, he wanted to challenge 

rhe idea of originality in the work of art. Considering 

the work of art to be meaningless and believing char 

artists should not subjectively incorporate meaning 

into their work, he sought a completely random 

approach, one based on the concept of nothingness 

(um). 

Ar this rime, he made a series of works citied 

Nonexpressi/le Painting: Roulette Wheel Series 

(Feibiaoda de lmi/Jl{a: Lh11a11pm1 :die) in which the 

''pain rings" (he refuses ro sec chem as paintings) were 

made according to the instructions of a spinning 

wheel, incorporating chance, or casrings fro111 rhe Yi 

Jing or Book of Changes, an ancient Daoist volume. 
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According ro Huang, che goal was "co excend arc 

crearion imo a simplified nonformalisr, nonbaroquc, 

nonsymbolic, noncxpressive, nonskillful, and 

nonunique condition." 1
" 

'[he final form of the ''painting" was, for Huang, 

nor imporranc; whar was imporrant for him was 

how the resulr was genera red. I 11 rhe Roulette Wheel 

Series, Huang made objecrs according ro a srricr set 

of procedures he determined for himself, which led 

to a very impersonal work of arr. • I he procedures 

included several steps: 

1. Crcarc a rurnrablc dcmarcarcd inro cighr sccrions. wirh 

marks of cighr divinarions from rhc )1 Jing. 

2. :vtark 011 rhc canvas cighr identical sections. 

3. Assign a certain code to each color. For example, 

green (ink) was Number 4, red (oil) was Number 12. 
blue (acrylic) wa, Number 20, and painr rhinner \\';ls 

>lumber 11. ·1 he assignment of codes to these colors 

was purely random. 'lhere were a coral of rwenry-tive 

codes. 

1. Creare dice with codes chat corresponded co rhe 

colors. f.or example, color Number l corresponded 

ro Number l on rhe dice. Each die would be used 

only once in sixty-four throws. 

5. Spin the turntable sixty-four times to determine the 
position of colors on rhe c:u1v,1s. with rhc r,u1dom 

sropping of rhe rurnrablc determining the marching 

sclccrion. 

6. Fill our a form with the two codes (position and color) 

,ind place the colors on the canvas in the positions 

marked on the form. Tl1cn rhc paiming is complercd. 

Afrcr Huang Yongping finished four ca,wascs 

of this sort of "painting," he gave up. He thought 

the process was roo boring. On the other hand, he 

a,·oidcd crcacing any kind of "authcnric" mcrhod, 

as many of his friends suggesced he might do afrer 

hundreds of pieces were done. His main goal was to 

cricicize and distrust any aesthetic connotations. He 

wanced ro leave chis incomplete project behind. He 

also strongly asserted that using the roulette wheel 

in this artwork was different from gambling, because 

he did nor inrend or desire any resulr, whereas the 

gambler docs. 1l1u~ Huang made a machine (che 

roulette wheel) into a person (an artist), at the same 

time as making a person (himself) into a machine. 11 
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Ironically, viewers always seem to seek che expression 

of a certain aestheric tasrc, like chat of a Pollock

like abstract expressionism, in these "paintings" 

of l luang's. Paradoxically, his substantial verbal 

descriptions and che irrational action behind his 

project did not overcome rhe effecrive surface of rhe 

'·paintings," i.e., rheir sryle and forms. 

Huang further developed chis idea of randomness 

from the Roulette \Vheel Series in a work he creared 

for the "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition in 1989. 

'lhis time, however, he lefr the mechanics to the 

audience, afrer creating cerrain roles and quesrions. 

·1 he work included six small turntables, each made 

of wood and wich a plascic carrying case, inside of 

which there was a phococopicd set of instructions 

indicating how to use the turntable to create artwork. 

'[he instructions were as follows: 

I. ·10 move or nor ro move = ro cre:He or not ro create 
(two choices) 

2. Where co begin? (Dcrcrminc rhc location [on rhc 

painringj): 1-360 degrees 

3. When to begin? 1 -24 hours 

4. Whar materL1l to selecr? 1-64 [choices! 

5. How to create' (Random numbers [on the wheel I) 

6. 'I<> compare [the painting] with which [masterpiece]? 

Sclecr from Ldward Lucic-Smith, Ari Today: From 

Abstmct E,pressio11ism to Surrealism (Oxford: 

Phaidon). ·1oral illustr:uions: 392 

Ar the same time, Huang also created a big turntable 

on which he marked 384 (a number also from rhe Yi 

Jing) different choices and possibilicies for arr-making, 

which he randomly selected from dictionaries, rexes 

on art hiscory, books on the hiscory of ideas, and so on. 

·1 his repetitious and time-consuming process of 

arr-making and demolishing of the artist's arbitrary 

subjectivity, initiated by Huang and the idea arc of 

rhe '85 Movement, spread in rhe I 990s in the form 

of maximalism. 

In I 986, Huang Yongping produced a number 

of works and wrirings engaging anorher anci-an 

project, which was manifested in his provocative 

essay "Xiamen Dada-A Kind of Postmodern ism?" 

("Xiarnen Dada-yizhong houxiandai?"). 1
' His 

philosophy, combining Dada and Chan Buddhism, 
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Figure 6.2 

Huang Yongping, Roulette with Six Pfnres, 1989. 
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was summarized in che essay, in which he asserced 

that, "in their degree of spiritualiry, Chan tluddhism 

is Dada, and Dada is Chan." 

The iconoclastic theories of the sevenrh-cenrury 

Chan master known as the sixch patriarch, Hui Neng 

(638-713), inspired many arcim from the Zhejiang 

Arn<lemy of Fine Art, such as Wu Shanzhuan, Gu 

Wenda, Song I laidong, and I luang Yongping, 

parrially due to rhc grcar fascinacion with and study of 

Chan Buddhism in the academy in the early and mid-

I 980s. Following this Chan theory, Huang Yongping 

rebelled, using the concept of destruction; for Huang, 

there was a nexus of distinction and affinity between 

Chnn R11ddhism nnd posrmodernism due ro rhcir 

insight, simplicity, and extremely skeptical attitudes. 

Embracing these extreme attitudes eventually 

culminated in several events, including rhe "Xiamen 

Dada Modern Art Exhihition." After the exhibition, 

Huang Yongping had his fellow arcists burn aJI 

rhe works rhey had shown. A similar event, called 

Artworks Become Trash, 8:30 p.m.-10:00 p.m., 
November 9, I.9R7 (Zuopin laji chuli, R:30 p.m.-/0 

p.m. I J/!)/1987), rook place at a garbage dumpster 

in Xiamcn. l !11ang Yongping and his cohorrs rhrew 

more rhan ten of their paintings into che garbage 

dumpster and lee the garbage truck take chem away 

ac rhe regularly scheduled rime. 

On December 1, 1987, T fuang created one of his 

mosr cynical conccpcual works by placing two books 

in a washing nrnchine. The honks were A History 

of Chinese Painting by Wang Bomin, recognized as 

one of che rnnsr aurhorirnrive rexrs on C:hinesc arc 

history, and A Concise Hisrory of Modern Painring by 

1 lerherr Read. Read's was rhe firsr hook of its kind 

co be cranslaced inro Chinese, and ir was the mosr 

influential English rexr on modern Western arr in rhe 

China of rhe mid-1')80s. 13 Huang offered a cynical 

i111erpre1;11ion of 1his work: "Tn C:hin;1, regarding 1he 

two cultures of Ease and West, cradicional and modern, 

ir is conscanrly being discussed which is righr, which 

is wrong, and how co blend rhe two. In my opinion, 

placing these two texts in the washing machine for 

two minures symbolizes rhis siruarion well and solves 

rhe problem much more effectively and appropriately 

than those debates lasting a hundred years." 1
~ This 

work, which even1w11ly cnnsis1ed or ;1 pile of" p;1per 

pulp, was first displayed in the "China/Avant-Garde" 

exhibirion in neijing in 1989. 
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Figure 6.3 

Huang Yongf)ing and Xiamen Dada burning all their works aher an 

exhibition, 1986. 

Figure 6.4 

Huang Yongping, Artworks Become Trash, 8:30 p.m.-10:00 p.m., 

November 9, 1987, 1987. 
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Huang Yongping, History of Chinese An and a Concise History of 

Modern Painting in a Washing Machine for Two Minutes, 1987. 

Chan Meets Dada 

The Significance of Nothingness 

Forrhe;irrisrsofrhe'85 Mnvemenr, lifewas;J univers;il 

and abstract concept, which was more highly valued 

than ;i specific ;ind persnn;il experience nf daily life. 

They emphasized culcural and philosophical concepts 

in an effort ro impact rhe viewer's understanding of 

rhe environmenr, whether natural, urban, or social. 

Many an groups of the '85 Movement took their 

"culrural activities" (wen/ma huodong) into the 

public sphere. Fnr ins1,1nce, Song Y'i1ngping and his 

fellow anises twice took their "countryside cultural 

activirid' into Shanxi province, in 1986 and 1987. 

A similar activity, which they called sunbathing 

(shr1itr1iyr111g), also rook place in N aj ing Xuanwu Park 

in 1986. "The concept of life in Huang Yongping's 

idea art practice, however, was more philosophically 

influenced by the tradition of nothingness (wu), 
which has also been translated as "inaction." 111 

Huang's practice, this wu can be understood as "do 

nothing in an making." Huang combined Dada with 

Chinese aesthetics by employing traditional Chan 

and Daoisr philosophy in the creation of his works. 

Xiamen Dada organized an exhibition citied 

''.An Event Taking Place in rhe Arr Gallery of Fujian 

Province" ("rasheng zai fojian meishuguan nei de 

shijian ·,,hanlan"), which took place 011 December 

16, 1 <)86. 'lhe artists did not install works of arr in 

the gallery. I nsteaJ, they gdthere<l material~ such as 

big iron graces, wooden panels, a handcart, concrete, 

fans, damaged sofas, and couches or chairs from rhe 

yard of the Art Galle1y of fojian Province in fozhou 

city. Then rl1l'Y moved them into rhe gallery space. 

One hour after the exhibition opened, the artists 

were given notice thar rhe e.xl1iLirion had tu Le shut 

down immediately for "a certain unknown reason." 

"[lu: result <li<l not <lisappoint Huang Yongping. He 

was actually pleased with the closure, because the act 

resulted in nothingness. Just as che anises brought 

nothing with chem, they also left with nothing. for 

che Xiamen Dadaists, the exhibition only proved that 

it was the museum system chat determined the fate of 

the artwork. 15111e event <lealt with the mean i nglessnes~ 

of the art object and the art-making process. 

Here, Huang shifred his anemion from 

investigating the meaning of the arr object to 

questioning the whole art sysrem and arr institutions. 
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Lin Jiahua, Ren Yueming, Huang Yongming, and Yu Xiaogang setting 

up "An Event Taking Place in the Art Gallery of Fujian Province," 1986. 

"An EventTaking Place in the Art Gallery of Fujian Province," 1986. 
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'I his became rhe nexr projecr in his career, which was 

marked by a futile exploration determined to negate 

arr hisrory and arr insrirurions. An example of rhis 

was his P11/li11g the National Art Museum of China 

Away, which was a proposal for rhe ''China/AYanr

Garde" exhibition. Huang's goal was ro involve 

the National Arr Museum of China in his work, 

and ro rake rhe symbol of rhe nation's official arr, 

namely the building of the :--.Jacional Arc Museum 

of China, as the object of his attack. 1<• ·1 he plan was 

yery provocarive, and rhe proposed symbolic acrion 

of pulling the National /\re Museum of China away 

was an extremely political statement. Unsurprisingly, 
the proposal was rejected by rhe museum. ·1he anise's 

subsriruce work in the exhibition was a long rope 

suspended from rhe rhird Aoor ro rhe firsr Aoor, 

running along galleries to stairs. Nor one visitor paid 

acremion ro the rope, though occasionally it tangled 

and twined around their feet. This revealed I Iuang's 

idea of randomness again, as well as his inreresc in 

creating a chance relationship wirh people's lives. 
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Chan Meets Dada 

Chen Chengzong, Jiao Yueming, Lin Jiahua, Linchun, 

Huang Yongpan, Wu Yiming, and Huang Yongping, 

Proposal for Pulling the National Art Museum of China 

Away, 1989 . 

Huang Yongping·s rope project in the "China/Avant-Garde" 

exhibition. 
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In I 987, Huang Yongping and his colleagues 

undertook many importanr projecrs in Xiamen, 

mosr of which were discussed in Huang's "'thinking, 

Making, and Projects in 1987" (" Baqinian de sikao, 

zhizuo de huodong"). 1 After the abrupt closure in 

I 986 of rhe exhibirion "An !-\·enc Taking Place in rhe 

Art Gallery of h1jian Province," it became extremely 

difficult for Huang and the Xiamen Dada group to 

find museum or gallery space. In early 1987, Xiamen 

Dada began a new project investigating the possibility 

of making art in alrernative spaces, addressing the 

public ar large rarhcr rlian accommodaring rhc 

museum's audience. They planned to have their 

version of process art rake place in various public 

spaces: a garbage dump, a slaughterhouse. a public 

toiler (the only place wirhour a street number in 

Chinese ciries}, a hospital, a road, a bus srarion, a 

shopping mall, or a ruined building, all places that 

were "an)'\vhere and nowhere." 1~ Furthermore, rhe 

artists themselves used only their concepts and the 

public space for rhe creation of their arr. 'J his process, 

called 1/)1/Zhoug shmgyou, involved no arr materials, 

arr institutions, or art audiences. 'I he method of 

wuzho11g she11gJ1011 was this: 

1. If you do nor remove any objecrs from a place, the 

objecrs themselves auromatically become arrwork. 

2. Remove some of the objects from a place, and the 

remaining objects become artwork. 

3. "!he objects .rnd th<: people <:xposed at ,1 site togeth<:r 
become artwork. 

Huang's E11viro11menral Wor!?s, daring from April 

1987, were also associated with rhe idea of w11zho11g 

shengJ•ou. Huang began several works in his quest to 

find a grearer creative power, delving inro areas such 

as rime, air (including pollution), or the unknowing 

involvement of rhe public, in order ro completely 

demolish any artistic intention or motivation. But 

therein rests the impossibility of success, due to 

rhe well-esrablishcd inrenrional fallacy of borh 

interpreting these works and executing chem. 

On April 20, 1987, Huang made a wooden box 

rhar contained a long scroll of blank paper, 110 by 

100 centimeters in size, which he pulled partly our 

of rhe box and rhen connected ro an easel. He made 

a mark and wrote rhe dare on the paper every rime 

he pulled our more paper from rhe box. He repeated 
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Huang Yongping, No Move Needed, the Objects Themselves Auto

matically Become Artworks, 1987. 

Huang Yongping, Need to Move, Add, or Remove Objects to Make 

Artworks, 1987. 

Huang Yongping, Rearrange the Objects to Make Artworks, 1987. 
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Huang Yongping, Dust, 1987. 
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Huang Yongping. The Kitche11, April IS-December 18, 1987. 

Huang Yongping. Sharpe11i11g Pe11cils. December 16, 1987-Ja11uary 

25, 1988. 

Chan Meets Dada 

the process for a period of two years. 1•> Sunlight and 

pollurion caused rhe paper ro become dirry. and ir 

yellowed because of its acidic base. Huang citied chc 

completed work Dust. Huang also made a work citied 

'/he Kitchen. Between April 18, 1987, and December 

8, 1987, he hung a canvas above rhe stove in his 

kitchen, where ir was exposed ro cooking smoke, dire, 

and dust. In addition, from December 16, 1987, to 

January 25, 1988, he left a l 22-by-240-centimeter 

piece of canvas on the Aoor in a classroom of chc 

high school where he was an arc teacher. During 

their drawing class, che scudems would drop pencil 

shavings and other debris on the canvas to "create" a 

painting. 

Art Merging with Life 

Apart from Xiamen Dada, the most radical art of the 

time was chat which promoted the idea of activism. 

'[he art taking place early in the movement, in the 

middle of the 1980s, especially attempted to break 

free from old id('as of art by incorporating C('rtain 

philosophical and artistic approaches. For artists so 

engaged, performance was the best means to promote 

a crue connection between people, life, and arc. 

A prime example was che performance by che 

Southern /\rrists Salon in 1986. \'(/hen the '85 
Movement began, some young artists who lived in 

Guangzhou in the southern province of Guangdong, 

such as Wang Du and Lin Yilin, became concerned 

with the perception that Guangzhou was a "cultural 

d('serr." 10 'lo ch:rnge chis misconception, they 

founded the Somhern Artists Salon (Nt1J1ji111g 

yish11jit1 sht1!011g) on May 14, 1986, ·1 hey were a 
mixed group of arrists from different fields, such as 

fine art, architecture, philosophy, literature, music, 

dance, and film. 'lhe major ideas of the group 

were articulated by Wang Du in his speech at the 

founding ceremony. Wang Cl'iticized borh Chinese 
tradition and Western modernism. He proclaimed 

that the boundaries between the new and old, and 

the bst and the West, should be eliminated through 

a new attitude of cultural pluralism and diversity. 

·1 he concept of the Southern Artists Salon, as Wang 

indicated, was contemporaneity or d1mgd11i zhuJ,i, a 

phrase whose meaning is close co postmodern ism. ' 1 

In order to express chis concept, the ;:\l'tisrs planned 

213 
Gao, Minglu. Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde In Twentieth-Century Chinese Art.
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.139.105.159



ro create a sort of "environ men cal arr" (h11miji11g 

yislm) ro desrroy rhe boundaries of differenr arr forms 

and eliminate obstacles between artists, artworks, 

and their audiences. ·1hey conrribured their blood 

in blood drives, attracting financial support. 'Jhese 

acrions enlisted many supporters and enabled rhem 

to eventually make their exhibition plans a reality. 

On September 3, 1986, the Southern Artists 

Salon held a performance evenr called rhe First 

E,peri111e11t11! E,hibition in a sradium at Guangzhou 

/..hongshan University, also known as Sun Var-Sen 

University. Ir rook place twice. ·rhe arrisrs scared, "Ar 

first glance, when rhe audience entered rhe exhibition 

hall, they felt rhac they were being surrounded by a 

peculiar environment in which human beings were 

being purified by a sublime spirit."'·' 'lhe exhibition 

space was CO\'ered by rwo colors-black and white. 

On one side were some balls formed in srrangc shapes 

protruding from a black wall, and on the other there 

were some panels. Some were painted with human 

upper parrs and others with human lower parts, ro 

arrract rhe audience to srand behind "incomplete 

human bodies." Ar the center of the stadium, there 

were ten movable boxes on which, or surrounding 

which, were ten female figures resembling moving 

plaster srarues. Some were lying dmvn, some knelt on 

rhe ground or followed music; all were illuminated 

by light projections. "'lhe people involved in the 

performance, and the audience outside the srage, 

were encouraged to experience a spiritual encounter 

ar a specific moment, going beyond previous arrisric 

fantasies characterized by bland imagination and 
illusion."!\ 

In rhe middle of rhe 1980s, when some anti

art activities, such as the practice of Xiamcn 

Dada, attacked the institutional framework of art 

producrion, some an ri-arrisrs rejected the i nsri ru tional 

framework alrogerhcr. Song Yongping and ocher 

artists of the ·1 hree Step Studio had a cultural activity 

project in July of 1986 char they called 7he Co1111t1y 

Project (Xiangc1111 jihu11). 'lhey rook their sculpmres 

and paintings to remote \'ilbges in an acrempt ro 

communicate with illicerace peasants while living 

and earing together with them. Resisting the elitism 

of professional bourgeois artists tied to academic 

institutions, Song and his comrades acted out rhc 

drama of the "reeducated swdenrs" of Mao's Culwral 
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Revolution, when elite culcural producers were forced 

co learn co work for che people as rhey were educated 

in popular culmre by the people. 'lheir motto, 

"Serve the People," endorsed by Mao, demonstrated 

the paradox of populism in contemporary Chinese 

society. Since an arr char served the people was not 

a reality even in t\lao's period, 7he Country Project 

represented an attempt at a purihcd process of art 

production, this rime with neither propagandist 

nor commercial aims. from another perspective, 

these kinds of social actions popularized in rhe '85 

Mo\'emenc reflected the antagonism some anises 

felt in response ro rhe booming urban commercial 

culture. ll1Us, the artists invol\'cd referred co cheir 

works as "village cultural projects" (xiangcun wenh1111 

h11odo11g). 

'lhe activism of the M Art Group (M J'is/m q1111ti) 

was another project of anti-artists condemning 

elitism. ·1he M Art Group was founded in October 

1986 by Song I laidong, who was born in Shanghai 

in 1958 and trained in rhc Sculpwre Department of 

Zlwjiang Academy of Fine Art, starting in 1985. He 

wenr on to teach ar the Shanghai Arr College wirh 

other Shanghai artists. 'lhe "M" of M Art Group is 

the first letter of "man," "montage," and "morph isc." 

Here, "man" refers ro the artists' male gender, since 

all che artist~ from the group were men, while 

"montage" symbolized the artists' incorporation of 

different clements, and "morphist" was a metaphor 

for their changing sensibility in arc.'• 

In their manifesto, they proclaimed that rhe M 

Group recognized the fact that many people still 

admired what the M Croup considered bogus anises 

prorccrcd by old val uc sys rems and rhci r associated 

crude, hollow works. ·1hercforc, they advocated that 

artists walk out of their studios, plunge into real 

life, and impart rhe truth co rhe people ar large. ·11ie 

manifc~ro also criticized the extreme views held by 

modernists, who demonstrated a totally different 

form of individuality char caused alienation and 

disorder and fostered a wild rhythm of life inherent 

ro indusrriali,.ed societies. '[he M Group's arrirude 

of nothingness, which runs counccr co industrialized 

and capitalist human culture, was intended to disrupt 

people's normal breathing patterns and heartbeat, 

depriving chem of their confidence in material 

existence. ·1 he M Group held fasr ro rhc rcncr char 
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Figure 6.16 

The scene of First Experimental Exhibition by the Southern Artists 

Salon, 1986. 

Figure 6.17 

Song Yongping. Wang Jiping, and others, Tbs Country Projsct 1986. 
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arcisrs should respect man and life, for life irselfis arr. 

'lhey believed char arrisrs should regard rhemselves 

firsr of all as common people in sociery. In their 

creative process, the M Group attempted to break 

with the man-made, traditional definitions of time 

and space designared by such terms as '·modern," 

"Orienral," "Western," "music," "drama," "film," and 

"painting." • I hese categories reinforced barriers. • I he 

works of the M Group would borrow acrions and 

events from common, daily life.,, 

On December 21, 1986, a series of visual 

lectures by the M Arr Group rook place in the 

Theater of the Shanghai Workers' Cultural Palace 

(Shanghai gongrm wmhut1go11g). Sixteen members 

of the group successively got on the srage, enacting 

a silent performance, and an audience of about two 

hundred people, including young poers, universiry 

students, and journalists, was invited co join in for 

the duration of one and a half hours. '!here was no 

logical sequence between the individual sections. All 

Members of the M Art Group with their manifesto, 1986. 
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sections emphasized rhe connection between life and 

arr, as rhey aimed ro break down, by various means, 

separations derived from old art ideas and forms. 

1here was, however, a lot of suffering and 

violence in the performance. for example, in 

Ceremony (Yishi), a naked anise, ·1~111g Cuangming, 

was forced inro a wooden resrrainr by rwo followers, 

rhcn bearen wirh willow branches while clamped 

with insrrumems of rorrure umil he collapsed onro 

the srage. In Violence (Bt1olig1111), Zhou Tiehai srood 

113ked ,vhile two other artists punished him by 

pricking his back with needles. 

Such works were all violenr, masochistic, 

and sadistic in one way or another. Any sore of 

wrapping, binding, hanging, or beating that one can 

im:'lgine rook pbce. Although the action milirantly 

expressed rhe arrisrs' rebellion againsr rhe rcsrraints 

of convenrional arr ideas, this sort of wild, violent 

behavior, usually cnacred upon the arrists' own 

bodies, revealed, intentionally or nor, the sorrows 

•• w,r 
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an<l disturbances hid<len in the artists' souls as they 

found themselves straddling cultural epochs and 

inAucnccs while trying to forge a new way. 

·1 he revolution in ideas of rhe '85 Movement 

was an important part of rhc overall project of rhe 

culcural avant-garde. 'lhis revolucion intended 

two things. One was to r:i.ke the most destructive 

and radical avanc-garde concept from Dadaism as 

a model ro desrroy rhe convenrional norion of arc 

in rhe Chinese conrexr, in order ro merge with the 

international contemporary :i.rt world. 1he other 

affected rhe culwral avant-garde. Artists such 

as I luang Yongping, also devoted to traditional 

philosophy, s:i.w rhe revolution in ide:i.s :i.s :i. model 

char could go beyond arr per sc into a broader world 

context. Huang's practice in the 1980s was one of 

the most philosophical approaches of the ideological 

revolution. Among those who experienced a similar 

destrucrive/consrrucrive mencaliry, he w:1.s rhe most 

interested in how to break down rhc boundary 

between life and art. l 11 the next chapter, f will discuss 

some art projects that are more focused on either 

linguistic reconstruction or ambiguous imagery play. 

Chan Meets Dada 

Tang Guangming, Ceremo11y, 1986. 

Zhou Tiehai and Yang Xu. Viole11ce, 1986. 
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7 

Metaphor over Meaning 

Language Art and Gray Humor 

Language, including both its writing and meaning, 

was investigated by a number of artists in the '85 

Movement, most notably Wu Shanzhuan, Xu Bing, 

Gu Wenda, and the New Mark Group (Xin kedu). 
1l1cy arc also part of ''idea art" (gummirm yishu). 

Rather than making a revolution in ideas to challenge 

the old ideas of what constirutes art, as Huang 

Yongping and others did, the artists discussed in this 

chapter directly used "ideas"-Chinese characters, 

which in Chinese linguistic tradition combined both 

conceptual and pictorial clements-to make their 

own idea arrworks, which did not attempt to give 

a dear concept or meaning to the audience (nor to 

themselves, I believe), but rather to create a visual 

space in which looking, reading, and reinterpretation 

might be involved as an unseparaced metaphorical 

complex, which could go beyond linguistic meaning 

or meaninglessness. 

Xu Bing began his magnum opus A Book from 

the Sky in 1987, while he was a teacher at the Central 

Academy of Hnc Art, Beijing. Wu Shamhuan 

was another artist who used Chinese characters as 

his basic material, but he paid more attention to 

randomly collecting the language of mass culture. 

~fu appropriated Mao's linguistic culture, which 

was developed for proselytizing during the Cultural 

Revolution, as well as that of contemporary consumer 

culwre, in order ro creace a kind of new hybrid, 
thereby generating both nonsensical and plurisensical 

language. By juxtaposing these concradiccory 

fragments of language in his art-fragments char are 

omnipresent in Chinese mass culture-he sought 

to eliminate the illusion of authorship and expose 

irreconcilable tendencies in the intended function of 

the language of mass cul cure. 

Xu Bing took another approach, never providing 

any complete text, meaningful sentence, or even 

legible character for his audience. His Book from 

the Sky is an ocean of meaningless and fictitious 

"characters" chat he painstakingly invented. 1l1c 

significant meaning of the work was in its traditional 

literati form. 'lhe fact that the characters were 

incapable of conveying any meaning whatsoever 

was cleverly hidden, confounding the viewer's 

expectations derived from the literati form's hallowed 

tradition of conveying meaning. Xu manipulates 

to an extreme this version of an elite myth so as to 

utterly undermine the myth itself. ·11,e approaches 

and methodologies of both Wu and Xu were 

apparently inspired by traditional language and 

philosophy. 'lheir works made sense by means of che 

transformation of tradition into the contemporary 

context according to che arciscs' interests. 

hom the perspective of Chinese etymology, che 

works of Xu Bing, Gu Wenda, and Wu Shanzhuan 

completely transformed the traditional meconymic 

functions, or indicatives (zhishi), that were highly 

coded attributes of Chinese characters as laid out 

in the traditional "six functions" theory (liu shu) of 

Chinese writing. 1hcse artists' strategics changed 

the characters into purely pictographic (xia11gxing) 

elemencs. 1 

Wu Shanzhuan's Red Humor Series: 

The Recontextualization of Political and 

Consumerist Mass Language 

Rorn in 1960 and trained in the Zhejiang Academy 

of fine Art, Wu Shanzhuan began his Culcural 

Revolution-inspired pop arc practice in 1986, at the 

same time as the emergence of the '85 Movemenc. 
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