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The “China/Avant-Garde” Exhibition of 1989

From February 5 to 19, 1989, the “China/Avant-
Garde” exhibition took place in the National Art
Museum of China in Beijing. This was just two
months before the beginning of the Tian'anmen
Square student democratic movement, and four
months before the governmental shutdown of
the movement on June 4, 1989. As the principal
curator of the exhibition, I was involved in the entire
three-year preparatory process, including garnering
sponsorship, negotiating with officials, fundraising,
and chairing the organizational committee, among
other duties.'

In recent years, I have done a number of projects
in China, including organizing the twentieth-
anniversary show commemorating the original
1989 “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition. These past
years have witnessed a rebirth of idealism with
a new critical approach engaged in both social
and aesthetic arenas. This rebirth of idealism was
the primary impetus driving me and my team to
undertake the organization of the anniversary show
commemorating the original historical events.

I scheduled the 2009 show and events to take
place on the same day in February as the original
“China/Avant-Garde” opening. However, the police
gave notice of cancellation to us in person, just the
night before the opening day of the anniversary
events. This closing actually repeated the events that
happened twenty years ago with the original “China/
Avant-Garde” exhibition. This reminds all Chinese
artists and intellectuals that the growth of industrial
modernity has not resulted in much change within
the Chinese political system. Chinese modernity has
a long way to go in terms of reform and democracy.

With frustration and anger, I made a declaration
of protest to the public on February 5, 2009,

at 3:00 p.m. outside the National Agricultural
Exhibition Center (Quanguo nongye zhanlanguan),
the designated time and place for the opening of
the events and exhibition. Many artists who had
participated in the 1989 “China/Avant-Garde”
exhibition were available on the scheduled opening
day, and they attended my declaration. ‘The complete

words of the declaration were as follows:
A Declaration of Protest

Late at night on February 4, 2009, the Public Security
Burcau of Chaoyang District in Beijing notified the
Organizing Committee of the Twentieth Anniversary
of the “China/Avant-Garde” Exhibition that the
commemorative event, which was to be held at the
Beijing National Agricultural Exhibition Center on
February 5, at 3 p.m., must be canceled. No legal

basis for the provision was provided.

As the head of the Organizational Committee of
the “China/Avant-Garde” Exhibition in 1989, and
the Chief Consultant and Curator of the current
commemorative events, [ would like to lodge a strong
protest to the Public Security Burcau of Chaoyang
District in Beijing. These commemorative events are
legitimate cultural practices, conducted within the
bounds of the Constitution of the People’s Republic
of China. The Organizer and the working team have
committed tremendous time, resources, and energy
to launch these events. Members from the art and
cultural communities as well as the general public are
ready to participate. Without any prior consultation
and communication, the Public Security Bureau of
Chaoyang District arbitrarily issued an order to forbid
our events—such action is an utter violation of the
constitution and a blatant transgression of our civil
rights. I am deeply indignant at such enforcement and

would reserve my right to take further legal actions.
Gao Minglu,
Early morning of February 5, 2009
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Figure 4.1
Gao Minglu, principal curator of the "China/Avant-Garde” exhibi-
tion, addressing the public after the police closure because of the

gunshots, February 5, 1989. Photograph provided by A Zhen.

Figure 4.2

Gao Minglu, the prineipal curator, reading his declaration, “Protest,”
in front of the public in the plaza of the Mational Agricultural Exhibition
Center, February 5, 2009. Photograph provided by Yang Zhilin.
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The cancellation brought the enthusiasm of 1989
back to the arrists, ﬂlung with cause for reflection
upon China’s current art scene and its methods and
dl(‘.U[i{’b. W}lﬂ[ W ITost [Ilis.‘:' frUIl‘l E}l(’ {lﬂys Uf th('
1989 “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition is the belief
that art is made not Unl_v for the art community itself,
nor for the marker and bicnnial cxhibitions, buc
rather for a broader social purpose, and thar it should
be exhibited in a public environment, accessible by
all. Artistic practice means creating sumething mare
significant than just an art object. Above all, it is a
means of enlightenment. This is the legacy of the
1989 “China/Avant-Garde” show.

However, there is sdll a certain amount of
confusion about the original exhibition, as only a
few people, and then only rarely, can get firsthand
information about it. First, it was not merely an
exhibition in an interior gallery space thar was twice
shut down by the officials (as most people know). It
had a difhicult curatorial history and it wrned into
a great social space mirroring the politics, economy,
and culture of the pcriod. Ahlwugh the exhibition
involved the efforts of many artists, critics, and
scholars, I am the only one who wenrt through every
stage from the beginning to the end and had contact
with all the various circles of society with whom we
engaged, such as officials, police, businessmen, leaders
of stare-owned enterprises, intellecruals, dissidents,
writers, artists, and critics. "The exhibition can be seen
as a total durational event on a stage enacting a play of
social happenings. Second, the 1989 “China/Avant-
Garde” show's sensational results overshadowed its
historical and aesthetic details, such as its curatorial
approach and its display methodology and structure,
among other things. Few people know how many
artists and works were included in the show, and
many are confused as to how many times it was shut
down. Some say three times, some one time. Finally,
people may appreciate only its social significance
but easily overlook its conceprual side. Almost
none of the artworks were paid ﬂdcquutc attention
and received critical discussion, with the exception
of a few performance warks, which may have been
overpoliticized under the particular circumstance of
late 1989. Even the most sensational rwo gunshats
by Xiao Lu were not analyzed nor understood
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Figure 4.3
The original copy of the declaration.
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their public effect. Xiao Lus two gunshots were not
only significant actions in the public sphere, but
also enactments of the ambiguity between a female
individual’s experience and the public interpretation
thereof. Tt was this dislocation between public and
private that made her gunshots and installation the
most controversial artwork in the exhibirion. Her
conceptual framework and approach involved the old
generation of socialist realism, her emotional state,
and her attitude toward the environment of urban
modernity. "The interpretation of her work, however,
still remains incomplete, as it has hitherto been
based on a superficial, dichotomy-ridden perspective

(national versus personal, political versus artistic).
An Aborted Exhibition Plan in 1987

The flourishing '85 Movement impacted the
conservative status quo and brought fresh air into
the contemporary Chinese art world. Some open-
minded, middle-aged academic painters organized
an official meeting called the National Oil Painting
Conference, which took place in Beijing in April
1986. Major academic painters from across the
nation participated. More significantly, considering
the open policy and my suggestion, the organizers
also invited some leading artists of the avant-garde
groups, such as Shu Qun, Zhang Peili, Li Shan,
and others, to join the meeting and have a dialogue
with the academic painters. I was invited to give a
lecture at the conference, and I spoke on “The "85
Art Movement” (“Bawu meishu yundong”), giving
a general view of the groups and discussing their art
ideas, activities, and artworks; abourt 300 slides were
shown. The lecture, and especially the showing of the
slides, was a convenient and effective means to give
an overview of the "85 Movement. Furthermore, it
inspired the participating avant-garde artists. During
the meeting, I discussed with Shu Qun, Zhang Peili,
and Li Shan the possibility of having a nationwide
slide show in Guangdong. 'The idea for the “China/
Avant-Garde” exhibition was initiated, then a
public announcement was made during the Zhuhai
Conference from August 15 to 19, 1986.

At the time, Wang Guangyi, the leading figure of
the Northern Art Group and rationalist painting, had
just moved to Zhuhai Academy of Painting (Zhubai

huayuan), an institution located in the Zhuhai
Special Economic Zone. As it was a new territory
and a new school, it was ambitious and motivated
to host a national event to expand its profile. Wang
Guangyi and Shu Qun came to Beijing to see me and
we made a plan for the conference. I finally convinced
the Zhuhai Academy of Painting, with the publisher
and organizers of Zhongguo meishubao in Beijing as
cosponsors, to organize the slide exhibition.” In August
1986, the first large-scale semiofhicial conference of
the "85 art movement, entitled the “Zhuhai ’85 New
Wave Large-Scale Slide Exhibition™ (“Zhuhai bawu
meishu sichao daxing huandengzhan”), was held in
Zhuhai. Representatives from avant-garde groups
and crirics from all over China atrended the event.
‘The organizing committee of the exhibition, led by
myself, received about 1,200 slides sent by groups
from across the nation. From these, 342 works from
31 groups were selected and displayed in the show.’
The most important outcome of the meeting was
the decision to organize a large-scale exhibition of
Chinese avant-garde art.

After the Zhuhai conference, | began to try to
convince an influential official institution to be a
sponsor for organizing an avant-garde exhibition.
[n China during the 1980s, no exhibition, whether
a group show or solo show, could be held without
an ofhicial unit as a sponsor. No ofhcial units,
however, wanted to take the risk and be a sponsor
for the exhibition. Even the respected Chinese art
journal Zhongguo meishubao, which had originally
promised to do so, gave up due to political pressure.
After failing to find an official sponsor, I, along with
some art critics, in particular Zhu Qingsheng, a
young teacher at the Central Academy of Fine Art,
and Liu Xiaochun, the chief editor of Zhongguo
meishubao, became aware that we needed to found
our own organizations. After some preparatory work
in November, the Chinese Modern Art Research
Society (Zhongguo xiandaiyishu yanjiuhui), a self-
organized association of about thirty critics from all
over the nation, was founded in Beijing, in part as a
planning mechanism for an avant-garde exhibition.

Helped by the Beijing Young Painters Society, |
worked out an exhibition space and signed a contract
with the National Agricultural Exhibition Center
on January 7, 1987. The exhibition was planned to

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 44.203.58.132



open on July 15, 1987.° The reasons for choosing the
National Agricultural Exhibition Center as the site
were, first, that the Ministry of Culture could not
control it, and second, that it had an open-minded
vice-director, Wei Tongxian, who had graduated
from the Central Academy of Graphic Art in Beijing
in the 1960s and who supported the avant-garde
exhibition. Furthermore, it had great gallery space
and the building itself had been named one of the
Ten Great Constructions (Shida jianzhu) during the
Soviet-influenced period of the 1950s.

With this news, I sentaletter to the representatives

of the avant-garde groups nationwide to invite them
to come to Beijing for a meeting.® On March 25 and Figure 4.4

¢ e i ibiti anni ceting w . : . ., :
26, 1987, the first exhibition planning meeting was A mosting during the “Zhuhai ‘85 New Wave Large-Scale Slide

held in Beijing, and about twenty artists from some Exhibition and Conference.” From the left are Li Shan, Fei Dawei,

of the major avant-garde groups gathered there.’ Gao Minglu (speaking), Liu Xiaochun, Zhu Qingsheng, Peng De, and

Lacking a secure meeting place, the meeting site Pi Daojian.
was moved from place to place, even meeting once,
during the winter, in a cluttered courtyard used
primarily for storage. This was done largely as a result
of the Anti—Bourgeois Liberalism Campaign, a hard-
line political movement being conducted at the time.
Student demonstrations were staged in a number of
Chinese cities in late 19806. Authorities responded
with a campaign against “bourgeois liberalism,”
targeting all new political and cultural thought. The
L= ~
campaign continued through mid-1988, significantly
hampering the activities of the avant-garde. Facing
political pressure, however, all the artists and critics
who joined the meeting decided the exhibition would
still be opened in the middle of July, in the National

Agricultural Exhibition Center, under the ritle of

the “Academic Exchange Exhibition for Nationwide

Young Artists” (“Gedi qingnian meishujia xueshu

Figure 4.5

jiaoliuzhan”).® 'The tite avoided radical terms like
. - - . National Agricultural Exhibition Center, Beijing.
avant-garde,” “modern,” and so on, which would
have been insulting and a red flag to political ofhicials.

On April 4, 1987, the Propaganda Department
of the Central Committee of the Communist Party
of China issued an official document prohibiting
any professional associations from holding scholarly
activities with a national scope. In response, the
Chinese Artists Association, an official organization
under the Communist Party, immediately contacted
me, making a clear statement and issuing an order

to cease preparing the avant-garde exhibition for the
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National Agricultural Exhibition Center and to break
up the Chinese Modern Art Research Society. The
result was that the first accempt to hold the exhibition
was aborted, although most of the preparatory work
had already been completed.

My Negotiation with the National Art Museum of China and
Various Officials

In carly 1988, the political situation cased. I started
again to prepare for the avant-garde exhibition. At thar
time, when the possibility of having the exhibition in
another space in Beijing such as the National Cultural
Hall (Minzu wenhua gong) also failed, I decided to
try for the National Art Museum of China because
ofits important position and symbolic role, although
[ knew it would be extremely difficult to get. It is the
only national art gallery that shows contemporary art
in the official academic sense, and it is directed by
the Ministry of Culture. It was built in 1958, the
year before the ten-year celebration of the founding
of the People’s Republic of China. It is one of the
so-called Beijing Ten Grear Constructions finished
at that time. Each Great Construction is a specific
symbol of greatness.” For that reason, the National
Art Museum is a symbol of the highest authority,
and is nationally important in the Chinese art world.
All important official art exhibitions are held there,
such as all sessions of the Nartional Art Exhibitions,
which are held by the Chinese Artists Association
and the Ministry of Culture every five years, and
some commemorative exhibitions, such as the
Exhibition for the Celebration of the Establishment
of the People’s Republic of China, held in the
twenticth, thirtieth, and fortieth anniversary years.
Once an individual artist has a show in the National
Art Museum, it means that his or her art position
has been established and accepted by the official
apparatus, the nation’s highest art authority.

For this reason alone, itwas very important for the
avant-garde to use and modify the symbolic image of
the National Art Museum, putting a heretical show
in the sacred art palace that it had never been able
to enter. For the first time, intensive critical activity
would be engaging with the National Art Museum,
exemplifying the suppressed, skeptical identity of
the avant-garde. This would bring about the double

result of challenging authority by a very aggressive
means and giving a boost to the development of the
avant-garde movement, if it received the expected
public attention.

In order to gain the use of the National Art
Museum, however, I had to find a legal sponsor,
because the National Art Museum does not accept
shows lacking official units as sponsors. Because no
official units in the art world wanted to take the risk
duc to the conservative atmosphere at the moment,
I shifted my attention outside the field of art for
sponsorship. With the help of my colleagues, in
particular Liu Dong, an influential young scholar,
and Shu Qun, artist and writer and one of the
authors of Zhongguo dangdai meishushi 1985-1986,
the avant-garde exhibition proposal was immediately
supported by three major official units led by some
influential liberal intellectuals in China, including
the editorial committee of Culture: China and the
World Series (Wenhua: Zhongguo yu shijie), led by
Gan Yang; SDX Joint Publishing Company (Sanlian
shudian), directed by Shen Changwen; and the
Chinese Aesthetic Study Society (Zhonghua quanguo
meixue xuehui), chaired by Ru Xin. With a proposal
stamped with the seals of three famous units in
hand, I submitted an application letter and gave a
slide presentation to the directors of the National
Art Museum in April 1988. Soon after, I received a
refusal stating that the National Art Museum could
not handle the political and artistic orientation of the
exhibition.

In the summer of 1988, the Anti-Bourgeois
Liberalism Campaign seemed almost over. Therefore,
the organizational work of the exhibition gained
support from four more official units, including
Meishu, Zhongguo meishubao, the Beijing Graphic
Art Company (Beijing gongyi meishu zonggongsi), and
China City Environment (Zhongguo shirongbao), as
co-organizing sponsors. Support also came from some
influential artists of the older generation, such as Wu
Zuoren, Liu Kaiqu, Jin Shangyi, and Zhan Jianjun.
Carrying the proposal sealed by a total of seven
legitimate official units, I applied to the National
Art Museum again in September 1988. With no
solid reason to refuse, the National Art Museum
was forced to accept the proposal, but it established
the one condition that I had to get permission from

Gao, Minglli.“Total Wiodernity Gid'the AVGhE Garue in Fventieth-Century Chinese Art. 14
E-book, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb32153.0001.001.
Downloaded on behalf of 44.203.58.132



the Chinese Artists Association, the most legitimate
ofhicial body in the Chinese art world.

Although some small group shows had appeared
in the National Art Museum after the Cultural
Revolution, including the Stars in 1980, the “China/
Avant-Garde” exhibition was to be the first national-
scope unofhicial exhibition in China since 1949."
The most controversial point was that it was a show
of artwork done in Western modern and postmodern
styles. These art styles and schools have always been
considered heretical by the government. ‘Therefore,
the exhibition faced the censorship of both the
Propaganda Department of the Communist Party
and the muscums of the Ministry of Culture. The
Communist Party’s organization within the art world
is the Chinese Artists Association, which is directed by
the party’s Propaganda Department. The muscums,
such as the Imperial Palace Museum and the National
Art Museum, are directed by the Ministry of Culture,
a large governmental department. Generally, though,
the Communist Party has more authority than any
other government agencies. Therefore, sometimes
the Party will cancel an exhibition plan although the
museum may have already accepted the proposal.
Furthermore, the possibility of having an avant-
garde exhibition accepted by both the Party and the
government was dependent on the occurrence of an
opportune moment when the government relaxed its
control on art policy, comparatively speaking.

I submitted the same proposal to the Department
of the Secretary, the leading group within the Chinese
Artists Association, and gave a presentation to three
high-ranking officials, Ge Weimo, Kan Fenggang,
and Dong Xaioming. Dong was the youngest official
among them and was supportive on the matter. With
Dong’s help, the officials set up a meeting with me.
After a three-hour meeting, the Department of the
Secretary of the Chinese Artists Association finally
granted permission and signed, sealing the proposal,
after 1 agreed to accept the conditions given by
the officials.” The Department of the Secretary
demanded that three types of artworks not be
allowed in the exhibition: those that were opposed
to the Communist Party and the Four Fundamental
Principles (Sixiang jiben yuanze), those that included
pornographic images (interpreted as any display of
sexuality), and those that were xingwei yishu, literally

“behavior art,” or action/performance art.'” ‘The
first two restrictions were abstract and symbolic,
not substantial, burt it was difficult for me to accept
the third one. In the '85 Movement, performance
art was extremely important as a mode of directly
venting individual free thought and long-suppressed
intuitive feeling. The reason for this prohibition
was the fact that performances commonly and
unpredictably took place in public spaces. To the
authorities it would seem casy for a performance
to be transformed into a political event, such as a
demonstration.

In order to achieve the goal that the avant-garde
exhibition should take place in the National Art
Museum, I made a compromise and accepted these
conditions, but insisted on having performance art
present in the form of documentaries. This time the
officials made a compromise as well and signed the
proposal under the seals of the sponsors, saying in
essence: We hereby agree that Arz Monthly [the ofhcial
journal of Chinese Arrists Association] be involved as
the sponsor of “China Modern Art Exhibition,” and
we expect sufficient support from the National Art
Museum. ™

Since it had the approval of the Chinese Artists
Association, the National Art Museum was forced to
accept the exhibition plan, but deliberately chose for
it an unpopular date: the period of Chinese New Year.
The opening day would be the eve of the Chinese
New Year, when the Chinese people are usually at
family gatherings rather than joining in any public
activity. Nonetheless, there was no choice for me: the
only way was to accept the harsh terms.

On September 17, 1988, I organized a meeting at
whichall the sponsorsand their representatives formed
the Chinese Modern Art Exhibition Organizational
Committee (Lhongeuo xiandai yishuzhan choubei
weiyuanhui). The committee consisted of fourteen
members who were acrive scholars and art critics in
the Chinese contemporary cultural world. I was the
head of the committee (choubei weiyuanhui fuzeren),
or principal curator. At the time, in 1988, there was
no such term such as cehuaren or “curator” in the
Chinese art world. ‘The fuzeren, or “head” of the
organizational committee, was cquivalent to the
principal curator in today’s international manner; and
the organizational committee was similar to today’s
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Figure 4.8
The proposal for the “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition, with

official signature and sponsors’ seals.
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curatorial ream. Among the committee members,
Li Xianting, the editor of Zhongguo meishubao, was
in charge of exhibition space design (zhanting sheji),
and Zhou Yan, a tcacher from the Central Academy
of Fine Art, was in charge of schnlarly acrivities,
such as conference and caralogue. Fan Di'an, Wang
Mingxian, Tarlg Qirlgnian, Fei Dawei, and Hou
Hanru all were young critics who were taking various
roles on the team.

On the same day, the committee released a public
announcement with informarion on the founding of
the committee and details about the show, which
was later published in Zhonggua meishubao as the
following:

Preparacion Notice for “China/Avant-Garde™
Exhibition. Ne. 1

1. It has been decided char a China Art Show will
be held from February 7 to 20 at the National Art
Museum of China in Beijing.

The “China/Avanc Garde” exhibirion will exhibir
for the first rime fearured arrworks made with

l[ll)dﬂl']l CU[]LEE]L'G il[]ll in l[]t lE]Udtﬂl’ll .'Gpil'il L8] ll]f dare

world in both China and international ly, as well as o

[E]E gﬂﬂl‘:fﬂf lJul‘JliL‘, Fnlﬂ Sl'll:lw Wi”. i:li.'i“ rﬂﬂﬁcl Lllﬂ art
movernent and uvaut—gurdc cxplnratiuns in the past
few years that are being debated and evaluated in art
citcles, and the value and significance of modern art
in the development of Chinese culture, As a high-
powered exchange and research event in the field of
modern art, the show will boost the development of
art pluralism in the Chinese art world.

3. 'lhe sponsors of the exhibition are: the Edirorial
Board of Culture: China and the Waorld Series, the
All-China Aesthedic Association, Meishu, Zﬁﬂﬁ&gﬂn
meishubag, Reading Magasine (Dushy), and
Modern Arr Salon, Prepararion work, which has been
approved by the Chinese Artists Association and the
National Art Museum of China, will be assumed by
the Organizational Commirtee of the exhibition.

4. The exhibition will collecr works narionwide.
All entries must demonstrate the established arristic
concept of the artist Incarillg his/her  individual
character, modernity and novel visual (orm. Those
who want o panicipaie must submit  photos,
slides, a design plan, titles, sizes of their works, plus
their installation requirements and résumés to the
Organizational Committee for appraisal no later than
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“Preparation Netice for ‘China/Avant-
Garde’ Exhihition, No. 1," published in
Zhonggue meishubao (right column),

October 31, 1988.



February 1. (Slides must be able to go through plate
making and will not be returned. ‘The widch of single
picces cannot exceed 2 meters. Send all materials to
Ms. Qin Wenna, Qianhai Xijie 17, China Academy
of Arts, Fine Art in China, Beijing, 100009, China.)

5. The Appraisal Committee will, apart from the
members of the Preparatory Committee, also be

composed of officials, experts, and scholars.

6. ‘The advisers of the show are: Ru Xin, Li Zehou,
Liu Kaiqu, Wu Zuoren, Shen Changwen, Shao
Dazhen, Tang Kemei, Jin Shangyi, and Ge Weimo.

7. Members of the Organizational Committee are:
Gan Yang, Zhang Yaojun, Liu Dong, Liu Xiaochun,
Zhang Zuying, Li Xianting, Gao Minglu, Tang
Qingfeng, Yang Lihua, Zhou Yan, Fan Di’an, Wang

Mingxian, Kong Chang;m, and Fei Dawei.

8. 'lhe Head of the Organizational Commirtee is:
Gao Minglu.

9. Academic activities and promotions in various
forms will be held in the course of the show. Awards

will be grumcd to the entries.

Organizational Committee of China/Avant-Garde,
Ocrober 1988."

The Difficulties of Fundraising

It seemed to me that the problem of the budger was
even more difficult than that of political censorship.
The “China/Avant-Garde”

unprecedented event in Chinese contemporary art

exhibition was an

history. It was distinct from the normal exhibitions
held in the National Art Museum of China in terms
of both its political sensibility and its financial
sources. Although it was lucky to be accepted, due
to the temporary easing of the political situation,
this did not mean that any corresponding financial
support would come from the National Art Museum
and the government. All museums in China are
governmentally controlled cultural enterprises, and
until the late 1980s the majority of art exhibitions
held in musecums such as the National Art
Museum of China had been financed either by the
central government or by local governments and
organizational units.

Before the late 1980s, the financial resources for
most exhibitions held in the National Arc Museum of

China (and other museums) could come from three
sources. One source was an official organizing unit
that had enough money to budget for the exhibition.
Another option was a budgert that was planned and
supported by the central government, especially
for important official exhibitions. For example, in
1984, the Ministry of Culture allocated 900,000
yuan (then about $300,000) for the Sixth National
Art Exhibition, which opened in the National Art
Museum of China (and seven other sites in different
cities) in September 1984. "Thirdly, if the organizing
units did not have sufhicient funds provided by their
local government, they would try to obtain money
from other official units, such as government-
controlled factories or companies that had achieved
higher fiduciary success and had excess profits."”

Because of the transition from a planned
national economy to a market-based one, the
traditional system of official patronage has changed
since the mid-1980s. For instance, under a national
law, most of the profits earned by a governmental
enterprise must be submitted to the government
at the end of the year. Under the new marketing
S)’Stc]]]‘ s50me nﬂ.[i()nﬂ] CntCI'PI'iSCS may usc pal‘t [)F
their profits to finance certain cultural enterprises,
so that they can benefit from the cultural programs,
such as through free advertising on television, in art
galleries, on invitations, and in catalogues. More
importantly, however, such financial support might
effectively boost the mutual private relationship
(guanxi) between the leadership of the enterprise and
the exhibition organizers. Furthermore, most of the
time an intermediary, perhaps the decision-maker on
the patron’s side, would take a percentage of the total
financed amount (10-30 percent).

This phenomenon did not appear until the late
1980s. Although the central Chinese government
tried hard to prohibit the corrupt phenomenon of
zanzhu or “donations,” it was unsuccessful due to the
limitation of the governmental system itsclf. In the
past two decades many rich private enterprises have
appeared in China, and a few of them have become
patrons supporting unofficial cultural programs,
such as exhibitions, to demonstrate their pure
enthusiasm for promoting new culture and art. One
of the reasons for this system might be the different
Chinese tax system: in the West the corporations and
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private businesses who financially support a cultural
program can get the benefits of a tax deduction,
but in China there are no such benefits for Chinese
private corporations. They decide to devote their
own resources simply to support cultural enterprises.

Obviously, it was impossible for “China/Avant-
Garde” to get financial support from the government,
and the six sponsors were themselves struggling and
could only provide moral support. Thus, raising
moncy turned out to be a tough challenge for the
organizers of the avant-garde exhibition, for whom it
was a totally unprecedented experience.

After the exhibit site was confirmed, the
organizational committee of the “China/Avant-
Garde” exhibition immediately wrote an open letter
to the public seeking support. It was drafted by Fan
Dian, who was in charge of issuing documents
and dealing with public affairs. I then shifted my
concentration to fundraising, the most difficult work
at the moment, after the other curarorial difhculties
were overcome and the artworks were collected. |
traveled to Shanghai and Nanjing in south China,
Harbin in northeast China, Wuhan in central China,
and Tianjin, my hometown in north China, to raise
moncy.

At first, one of the largest national corporations,
the Panda Electronic Industry Corporation in
Nanjing (Nanjing xongmao dianzi gongsi), agreed to
donate 200,000 yuan (at that point about $40,000),
with the stipulation that the exhibition must provide
the corporation with advertisements in the space of
the exhibition, in newspapers, and on television, as
well as contribute a number of the artworks from
the exhibition to the corporation. Unfortunately,
two months after the start of negortiations, just
as the president of the company was about to sign
the contract, he changed his mind and withdrew
the company’s support without any explanation.
All of this transpired a mere two months before
the exhibition was to open. At that moment, the
committee had received only 2,500 yuan, which was
less than 2 percent of the entire budgetary projection
of at least 150,000 yuan ($30,000). The fundraising
requests of the organizational committee were
refused by almost everyone, which was profoundly
frustrating. On one hand, the political pressure and
lack of financial resources endured by the avant-

garde exhibition were mainly due to the political
sentiments against avant-garde art. On the other
hand, since traditional and academic art has been
the dominant art style in China since the 1980s,
it was not surprising that the avant-garde was an
incomprehensible art form for the public. Therefore,
both the exhibition’s political risk and its lack of
promised commercial benefits discouraged potential
ﬁnancia] Supp(}rtL‘I'S.

Facing these enormous difhiculties, 1 was forced
to seck other means of raising funds. Together with
a friend, Wang Mingxian, who was also a member
of the committee, I described our troubles to some
friends in the cultural world and to all avant-garde
artists, asking for their assistance. 'Then Zhang
Kangkang, one of the most famous novelists in China,
who had been sent to Heilongjiang province as a
reeducated student during the Cultural Revolution,
published an article expressing her sympathies with
the committee. She appealed to her readers, and
especially to Feng Jicai, a popular novelist based in
Tianjin, to support the avant-garde exhibition."

At the time, Feng Jicai was the chairman of
the Tianjin Writers and Artists Association, and
he strongly supported modern experimental art;
an immediate response garnered some funds for
the exhibition from factories and the magazine
Free Discussion on Literature (Wenxue ziyoutan) in
Tianjin. I twice made round trips between Beijing
and Tianjin on the same day in order to have enough
materials to convince Feng. This moved him. With
Feng’s help, 1 received 20,000 yuan and brought
it back to Beijing. This money suddenly made the
avant-garde exhibition viable, though it was far from
an adequate amount.

Several artists also managed to convince their
businessmen friends to donate. The effect was that
various factories and companies contributed, in total,
40,000 yuan (about $10,000). Among the artists,
some took on labor in exchange for contributions,
and some even donated their own works, or gave
works from their collections of traditional paintings,
to the contributors. Morcover, along with their
entries to the exhibition, every artist who participated
in the show voluntarily gave 100 yuan, about the
amount of a month’s salary, to the committee. Thus
186 artists contributed 18,600 yuan (about $4,000).
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Budget for WEShibition of Chinese

Modern Art
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Figure 4.10
The original copy of the expenditure budget of the
“China/Avant-Garde"” exhibition (English version).
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‘The most moving story of the fundraising was
that of a private businessman called Song Wei, who
ran the Great Wall Fast Food Company (Beijing
changcheng kuaican) and contributed 27,000 yuan
to the exhibition. His ambition was to build the
first private art museum in China, to be named
the Great Wall Art Museum (Changcheng yishu
bowuguan). Atter the avant-garde exhibition closed,
he collected about fifty major works from the
exhibition directly from the artists. He thus turned
out to be the first major private collector of Chinese
avant-garde art, before it had gotten any attention
in the international market. Unfortunately, he soon
gave up this significant work, as various factors
(such as financial difhculties during the June Fourth
Tian'anmen incident, family situation, and physical
problems) forced him to gave up collecting entirely."”

Song Weis retreat was both symbolic and
realistic. It revealed both the lack of financial ability
and diminished interest from private rich people in
China. On the other hand, although the Chinese
avant-garde art of the 1980s should be recognized
as an international phenomenon, directly influenced
by Western modernism and postmodernism through
translations and forcign exhibitions, without foreign
marker and institutional connections it was domesric
in economic terms. It was not until the end of the
Cold War, in particular after the mid-1990s, that
international collectors and the international art
marker came to China. Before that, attention came
not from professional international art collectors
‘Jl'ld muscuims, I.)lIT: l'[‘lilil'l]}" F]'Ol]'l amarteur, PCFSD"HHY
interested investors, for instance ambassadors in
Beijing such as Uli Sigg, writers, or non-mainstream
gallery owners.

By the time “China/Avant-Garde” opened, only
a few forcigners had bought Chinese avant-garde
works. The Tokyo Modern Art Gallery collected six
pieces during the exhibition, which initiated foreign
interest in collecting this type of work.

Regrettably, by the time of the exhibition
opening in February 1989, I had raised only 118,600
yuan (about $23,000). The original goal was to raise
at least 150,000 yuan (about $30,000), and the
sufficient amount would have been aboutr 220,000
(abour $44,000). ‘That amount

the fee for the use of the gallery space (more than

vuan included

50,000 yuan), shipping fees, fees for space design,
advertising fees, conference fees, the catalogue fee,
and so on. Although the amount we had collected
was still not the total amount we had hoped for, the
exhibition could be opened. I was forced to cut some
of the original budgert, and failed to have an ideal
catalogue published for the exhibition. We were only
able to produce a small publication, with my preface
on the opening page followed by a catalogue, a total

of 46 pages.'™
Two Closures and a “Small Tian"anmen Square”

While working to overcome the political and
economic difficulties associated with the show, the
committee had shipped the 300 exhibition pieces
from provinces all around the country to Beijing.
Under the censorship laws, the committee was
required to get ofhcial approval of all the works
from the authorities. On February 4, 1989, the day
before the opening of the exhibition, the ofhcials
of the Propaganda Department of the Communist
Party, the Ministry of Culture, the Chinese Artists
National Art
China came to the exhibition galleries to examine

Association, and the Museum of
and officially approve the avant-garde exhibition for
the public opening. In order to get strong supporrt,
the committee also invited some influential older
artists and art historians from the Central Academy
of Fine Art to join in the inspection. A number of
the works were criticized by the censorship group
because of their political and sexual content. After
a heated dispute between the censorship group, the
members of the committee, and academic experts,
most of these controversial works were kept in, but
three pieces were pulled. Among the works denied
by the committee, but finally kept in, the most
controversial one was Wang Guangyi’s Mao Zedong
No. I, which the censors accused of putting Mao into
a jail. The work was allowed to remain after the artist
wrote an inscription explaining what he intended to
tell the audience. After the censorship meeting on
February 4, 1989, Wang Guangyi and T discussed
the inscription and decided to write a note beside
the painting which said that Mao was one of the
most influential political figures in Chinese modern
history; we should evaluate his historical role using
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The small catalogue of the "China/Avant-Garde” exhihition

and the preface by Gao Minglu.
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Figure 4.12
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rational analysis and logical thinking, which were
represented in the work by the grid drawn on the
surface of Mao’s official porrrair.

The “China/Avant-(rarde” exhibition opened an
February 5, 1989. The works in the exhibition were
distribured over six ga”ery spaces thar ﬂccupiﬁd three
floors, and included 297 picces in various media
including painting, sculpture, photographs, video,
and installations. This day was 2 mammoth festival
for every avant-garde artist. Five enormous black
banners were extended on the ground in the square

in frant af the National Art Museum marked with

the exhibition tide and Iugu, which was L]t'.signt'd
by Yang Zhilin and based on the public trathe sign
indicating “No U-Turn.” According to the original
design, the five banners were to be hung from the
roof of the exterior of the museum facing the square.
‘Lhis plan was rejected by the director of the National
Art Museum, but the artists solved the problem by
laying them our on the ground.

The exhibition’s opening ceremony was shrouded
by a nerveus and solemn atmosphere, as it something
was bound to happen. After I gave aspeech celebrating

this impartant historical event, the birth of the first

illﬂ-ﬂ

Figure 4.13
The National Art Museum of China, Beijing, with the poster of

the “China/Avam-Garde™ exhibition designed by Yang Zhilin.
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Figure 4.14
The site of the “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition, the square in the yard of
National Art Museum of China, February 5, 1989, Photograph by A Zhen.

Figure 4.15

Gao Minglu giving the opening speech in the interior reception hall
at the National Art Museum of China, February 5, 1989,
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avant-garde exhibition in contemporary Chinese art
history, the public entered the galleries. ‘They were
immediately mer not on]y with the prow;]f:a[ive
installations and paintings, but also with several
surprising perfurmances, rue happenings.

Wu Shanzhuan began his performance Big
Busiress (Daﬂ‘fffﬂgyﬁ) in the gallcry of the first floor.
Wu had brought 300 kilograms of fresh shrimp
from a fishing village in Zoushan, Zhejing province,
where he worked as an art teacher tor mass cultural
education. He wrote the price of the shrimp on a
blackboard and began selling them. The first buyer
was Liu Kaiqu, the honorary director of the National
Art Museum and ane of the most influential sculptors
in China. This work demonstrated Wu's idea that
modern art in modern society is .imt a hig business,
which was a thesis he had presented in an avant-
garde conference held in THuangshan city, Anhui
provinge, in 1988. He explained his performance
after the shutdown of the show by the authorities,
saying, “The National Art Museum is not only a
place ra display artwoerk, but it also can be a black
market |heishi]. For the Chinese New Year, 1 have
brought first-quality shrimp suitable for export from
my home village in celebration of the holiday and
to enrich people’s spiritual and material life in our
capital. The unit price: 9.5 yuan. Place of display:
Narional Art Museum. Urgent for buying.”"

An{)fhel' Pe]’FOrmklnCe Elr[is'[ thDSe WOT'I( was nor
otherwise represented in the show, named Zhang Nian,
sat in the corner of the gallery on the second floor
hatching eggs. In his manifesto, which hung across his
chest, he wrote: “During the incubation period, I will
not discuss theoretical questions with anyone, to avoid
harming the younger generation.” The artist Li Shan,
ane of the most impartant painters of the rationalist
painting group, scated himsclf at his installation and
began washing his feet in a basin decorated with many
portraits of US President Reagan. 'This cynical behavior
Was lll]{‘lnl]l‘]rﬁ'{‘“}’ i ]{il'lf] GF hli]ﬁl'll'lﬁln}’ a Hil]ﬁr l]‘lL’
sacred art palace—rthe National Art Muscum of former
{1:]}’5. Aﬂ hﬂlll’ (']Fﬂfl’ rhﬂ ﬂpCﬂi[lg, W’E} |1g DCI’L‘” Ihl’m’
more than scven thousand condoms onto all the works
oan a]] E]n'ff Hours Cnt thf bllil(‘]ing, o Eifmﬂnstl’iltf
his hegemonic power over all the works displayed in

the exhibition. Tn other words, he atempted 0 use

condoms to unify all the works.*

Figure 4.16

Wu Shanzhuan, Big Business: Selling Shrimp, 1989.

"Three hours atter the opening of the exhibition,
Xiao Lu, a young woman artist from the Zhejiang
Academy of Fine Art, hred two gunshots, which
shocked the Narional Art Muscum. Xiao Lu suddenly
pulled out a gun and fired two shots at her installation,
Dialogue; or more precisely, at a mirror between two
telephone booths in which stood full-length pictures
of a male and a female student talking ro each other on
the phone. The president of the Beijing Public Security
Burcau, who was on the spot, immediarely scized Tang
Snng‘, a friend of Xiao, wha was 5tanding near the
installation, and ordered me to close the exhibition.
The reason given was that the scene of the gunshot
had to be preserved intact in order to trace the cause of
the incident. (Actually rhe Public Security Bureau had
long been suspicious of the organizational work of the
exhibition. There were at least ten plainclothes public
sccurity persons in the gallerics.) Immuediately after the
shooting, several police cars fully loaded with armed
personnel arrived in the square in front of the Nartional
Art Museun. The police rudely ardered that the gallery
be shur down for three days. Public news from both
inside and outside of China |'Epﬂrh?d on this event.

In China there is a law that prohibits citizens
and resident foreigners [rom owning guns; the only
exceptions are for soldicrs and police personnel, who
have permits. The Beijing Public Security Bureau
stated that both Xiao Lu and Tang Song had violated
this law and had to be detained. At four o’clock in
the afternoon, encouraged by her uncle, Xiao Lu
surrendered herself to the authorities. After being
detained for two and a half days, both people were
released because there was no evidence that the two

artists had plotted a murder. However, because of the
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Figure 4.17
Zhang Nian, Hatching Eggs, 1989,

Figure 4.18
Li Shan, Goodbys, 1989.
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Figure 419
Xiao Lu, Dialogue, 1389,

Figure 4.20
Police cars entering the square of the National Ant Museum of
China after the gunshot at the “China/Avant-Garde” exhihition,

February 5, 1989. Photograph by A Zhen.
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shooting and other events, the exhibition was forced
to close for three days. The government authorities
still believed that this incident held political meaning,
and most of the foreign news media reported it as
a p[']]iliL';1| event. ;\L‘L'm'ding to the claims of the
two artists, their shooting was nothing more than
a celebration of finishing the installation work, no
matter what the public thought about it. After the
two artists were released; they gave me a declaration
in person, asking me to make a public announcement

on their behalf. The declaration is as follows:

As partics to the shooting incident on the Ll.l}' of the

vant-Garde” exhibition, we

=

opening of the “China/
consider it a I‘Lil\']_\' artistic incident. We consider
that in art, there may be artists with different

l'l'.lr as artists we are not

understandings of socien
interested in pe}lir".(\. We are interested in the values
of art as such, and in its social value, and in usine the

1t form with which to create, in order to carry out

the process of deepening thar understanding.

Xiao Lu, Tang Song”!
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Police in China Close Art Show After A-tist S

The New York Times article

reporting on the closure.

hoots Her Work

Although Xiao Lu was named as the author of
[ill' i]]."s|li”l][llf][1. '.H]li '\]]L' was Ii].\l] ]]IL' ]“']"\ﬂl] \\']]{J
opened fire, the media and art circles widely took
both Xiao Lu and Tang Song to be the initiators and
performers of the two gunshots because Tang was the
f‘[l"\l one 'J]'l't,‘."l(_'(l. .II'IL‘l'(_‘ was even a rumaor [}]Jl .[:_”]:_‘r
came from a |ni]i‘..n'_\' [':nnil'\' l\:l('l(f_{l'nll[l(] and had
lent the gun to Xiao, until Xiao declared that the gun
she used was in fact borrowed from Li Songsong, a
teenage friend of hers, who did have a military family
background. No one doubted the coauthorship of
the two gunshots until, fifteen years later, Xiao Lu
openly declared that she was the only author of the
gunshot as well as of the installation. The gunshots
vere part of the installation as a whole. Xiao was
silent abour her work and never mentioned the
question of authorship until the end of her fifteen-
year relationship with Tang Song in 2004.

The declaration of her solo authorship of the
Dialogue and the gunshots began with five letters

Xiao wrote me in the period between February 4,
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Figure 4.22
Xiao Lu, Fifteen Shots—From 1989 to 2003, 2003.

2004, and March 23, 2004. After | received the letters
I responded to her in a letter encouraging her to
claim her authorship, because, first, it was her right to
declare the truth, and second, it was very important,
not only for the generation of the “China/Avant-
Garde” exhibition but also for the younger generation,
to rediscover the complex context of this historical
event made by a particular female individual.”
‘The ambiguity that disturbed Xiao Lu’s emotions
eventually broke out fifteen years after her two
gunshots in the National Art Museum of China. In
another performance work, she made fifteen gunshots
on photos with her own image as a metaphor for her
hidden anger at herself. Although the fifteen shots
were made in 2003, the titde of the work is Fifteen
Shots—From 1989 to 2003. 'The shots in 2003 were a
bitter memory as well as a farewell to the past.

The two shots of 1989 were aimed at a mirror;
those of 2003 at the photos. Fifteen years ago, the
sound shocked the gallery, Beijing, even the world;
this time only herself, because she made the shots at
a firearms instructional club, the only place where
Chinese are allowed to open fire.

Why did Xiao Lu sit in silence for fifteen
years? There definitely was a personal emotional
reason at the beginning, as she and ‘lTang Song
immediately fell in love when both were arrested.
There was also a reason that was a crucial cause of
the performance itself. Xiao Lu’s gunshots were not,
as people commonly said, merely a violent gesture
against authority; this is too simple and superficial an
interpretation. In her recent biography, she explains
that as a teenage girl she had been raped by an older
socialist realist artist, who was also her godfather.*
The anger this caused might well bring her to a
totally rebellious orientation including an embrace
of avant-garde art, and thus a departure from the

path of her parents, who were also Soviet-trained
socialist realist painters. One may then understand
the gunshots by Xiao Lu as a paradoxical, ambiguous
act. On one hand, this was a demonstration against
her revolutionary bloodline, congruent with the
youthful zeitgeist that was running in public and
political networks at the particular moment before
the June Fourth Movement. On the other hand, it
was also a violent declaration of self-protection, in
opposition to the common conception of females as
powerless. Anger was everything at the moment for
her, because she could not tell the public the nature
of her distress. The only way of venting was to open
fire on the artwork Dialogue, which she had made for
her graduation.™

‘This dislocated, or ambiguous, relationship
between private and  public, avant-garde and
revolutionary, in the sense of Xiao Lu’s personal
background and experience, as well as of female
discourse and the national (and the avant-garde)
ideological discourse, made her Dialogue with the two
gunshots the most sophisticated and controversial
work in the “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition, as well
as in Chinese contemporary art history.”

In another controversy, the East German
Embassy accused the exhibition of violating that
country’s sovereignty, because of Song Haidongs
small installation work in which the artist put a “wall”
on edge between East and West Germany on a globe.
[ was informed by an official of the Chinese Artists
Association that the embassy had asked that the piece
be removed from the exhibition. The artist then
removed the work, which was immediately collected
by the Tokyo Modern Art Gallery. Ironically, the
removal might be seen as a foreshadowing of the
coming down of the Berlin Wall, which occurred not

long thereafter.
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All of this performance art reflected, from
different arlgl{:s, the artists opinions abour art
and society. ‘lheir work provoked a great deal of
CONITOVETSY, which was ill[t‘]lti()ﬂﬂl]y IIlH[lipl[lﬂIL‘d
by their sccretly planned happenings. None of the
[_]Errurnw.m.'l:s ha.d l.li:::l] ulliluu[l(:l:(.l 5] lht Naliunul
Art Muscum, and some not ¢ven to EhC curator and
{)rganizariunal commirtee, before the apening of the
exhibition.*

After the exhibition had been closed four days]
it opened again on February 10, 1989. However,
the Public Security Bureau forced me to hire twenty
security personnel to enforce the prohibition on
perfurmum;:: art. | had w accept this and pay their
salaries to the Public Security Bureau in order to
keep the exhibirion open.

The run of the avant-garde exhibition was not
as peaceful as the National Arc Museum of China
and the Public Security Bureau had expecred. On
February 12, after the reopening of the exhibition, the
museum, the Public Security Bureau, and the Beijing
city government separately received three anonymous
letters with the same content, which was made up
of clipped and pasted newspaper characters. It said,
“You must close the ‘China/Avant-Garde” exhibition Figure 4.23

immediately, otherwise we will set off bombs in chree Song Haidong, The Farth fram the Aliens’ Point of View, 1589,
places in the National Art Museum of China.™

The Beijing Public Security Bureau and the
National Art Muscum nervously discussed ways
to deal with the threat. They informed me of
the situation, showing me the letters and forcing
me to make an immediate determination abourt
whether the exhibition should close or remain open.
Meanwhile, the Public Security Bureau pointed out
that if | agreed to keep the exhibition open, 1 would
have to answer for any explosion. T refused 1o take
responsibility for the bombs, and also refused to
close the show; I maintained thart the Beijing Public
Sccul‘ity’ Burcau, not the committee, had the true
duty to averr any explosion.

At night, however, the Beijing Public Security
Bureau and the Narional Arr Museum received a
command from the president of the Propaganda
Deparmment of the Communist Party and the
president of the Ministry of Cuolture: the exhibition
must close for two days while the Beijing Public
Security Bureau searched for bombs in the gallery.
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‘The public and artists were excited by the second
shurdown and celebrated by any means, because the
shutdowns might have been seen as a symbol of the
avant-garde’s provocative and aggressive ideology.
Somecone even made a public commemorative
envelope for the second closure, helping people
remember the dates (which appear on the bottom
left).

The Beijing Public Security Bureau used armed
police and wvarious other means, from modern
r{f{_‘}"lniL‘ﬂI C(]llipl‘llcn[ to SCZ‘“‘C}"l d()g.‘i‘ o SC&]]‘L‘}‘[ F{)T' l'hc
bombs in all corners of the National Art Museum of
China over the two days of the closure. Predictably,
however, there were no bombs in the gallery. Was
it a joke? Of course, it was possible that the letter
was a real threat, burt it was also possible that it was
another performance, like Xiaos two gunshots. It
was not known who sent the letters until 1995, when
the Zhejiang Public Security Bureau detained an
artist named Liu Anping, from Zhejiang Academy
of Fine Art, for creating the anonymous letter as a
performance.

After the exhibition opened again on February
17, the atmosphere was even tenser and much more
sensitive than before. The viewers were required to
leave their bags at a place indicated in the square in
front of the gallery before they were allowed to enter.
There were more guards watching for bombers.
The art exhibition seemed to become a dangerous
battlefield in which any unpredictable incident
migh[ occur at any time.

The “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition closed on
February 19. It had only remained open, in total, for
cight days and two hours. The original plan was for
the show to last fifteen days.

The National Art Museum of China and the
official authorities accused the sponsors, rather than
the artists, of having violated the stipulations that
the Chinese Artists Association had imposed on the
exhibition. Hence, the National Art Museum of
China made a decision that each of the seven sponsors
of the “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition should be
fined 2,000 yuan, and none would be allowed to hold
any shows in the National Art Museum of China for
the next two years. The complete notice from the

National Art Museum of China is as follows:

LW e

Lag
fig

The “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition was closed down for two days.

Figure 4.24

Figure 4.25
Clasing Down Twice, commemorative envelope made by Zhang
Riyao, a postal designer. On the hottom left are marked the dates of

the two closing periods.

Notification of Fines Imposed on the Sponsors of
the “China/Avant-Garde” Exhibition for Agreement

Violation and Shooting-Induced Suspension of Show

‘The “China/Avant-Garde” exhibition, which opened
on the morning of February 5 at our gallery, has
violated the exhibition agreement and the rules of
the National Arc Museum of China. On more than
one occasion, black cloths bearing the show signs
were spread on the square in front of the venue, and
award plaques bearing the words fintian xiawu
m;fgj‘f_mf [No water this afternoon] and framed wich
red silk were hung on public toilets. At one point,
three persons covered with white cloths came out of
the exhibition hall. On the east hall of che first Hoor,
some persons were selling hsh and shrimp; or washing
their feet and throwing condoms or coins. On the

second Hoor was somebody who was hatching eggs.
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‘The officials of our gallery informed the director of
the organizational commitree and the representative
of the sponsoring units and demanded that these
violations of the exhibition agreement be remedied,
but to no avail. As a result, the plaques had to be
taken down from the toilets by the ofheials of our
gallery. "Lhen around 11 a.m., a shooting occurred
on rhe cast hall of the first Aoor which resulred in
the ¢losing down of the exhibirion and suspension of
ticker sales by the Public Seeurity Bureau,

The sponsoring unirs of “Chinaf Avanr-Garde” should
be held primarily responsible for the above menrioned
incidents. The vccurrences were not Un[y a violation
of the exhibition agreement, but also disturbed the
normal work of ocher shows and caused great danmgt-
o the reputation of the National Art Muoseam al
China. Becanse of this, we have decided o fine the

violators — the urgzmi'f[mi[]n;ﬂ committee 2,000
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yuan and ban the seven sponsoring units of “China/
Avant-Garde”™ from holding any exhibitions at the

MNational Art Muscum of China in the next two years.

A copy of this nortification will be sent o the
Following sponsoring  unirs of the “China/Avant-
Carde” exhibition:

Meistne, Culture: Chinaand the World Series, All-China
Aestheric Associarion, Zhaw&g?m meishuban, Rf'wfing
Mugazine, Beijing Ars and Crafts Corporation, and
China City Environment.

Ce: Art Burcau of the Ministry of Culture
Chinese Arcists Association
The Narional Arr Muoseum of China

February 13, 1989
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Perhaps there was an understandable ambivalence
among the government ofhicials. Because the
avant-garde exhibition was the first large-scale
and completely Westernized exhibition held in
China after the opening to the West, the Chinese
government probably wanted to use the show as a
symbol of its cultural policy of increasing openness.
This allowed the avant-garde artists to use this
opportunity to achieve their own goals. Ann Scott
‘Tyson, a staff writer of the Christian Science Monitor
who was at the opening of “China/Avant-Garde,”
wrote: “The outrageous stunt revealed how China’s
avant-garde artists are brashly taking advantage of
the opportunity provided by cased state censorship
in a bid to spark greater public attention for their
highly unorthodox art.””*

Two months after the “China/Avant-Garde”
exhibition, the Beijing student demonstrations broke
out. Following the government’s crackdown on the
democratic movement on June 4, 1989, the “China/
Avant-Garde™ exhibition was repeatedly attacked as
an important manifestation of the evils of bourgeois
liberalism. Moreover, the exhibirion was later referred
to in print by some hard-liners as a small Tian'anmen
Square of the art world, partly because Xiao Lu’s
gunshots can be seen symbolically as the first gunfire
of the June Fourth students’ insurrection (baoluan).”

As the organizer of the exhibition, I inevitably
also got punished by the government. After the
June 4 incidents, I was informed by the authorities
that I needed to study Marxism at home, and I
was prohibited from editing, publishing, lecturing,
and traveling outside Beijing. A year later, I got an
invitation letter from the U.S. National Academy of
Sciences and Ohio State University. After about six
months of waiting for approval from the authorities,
I finally reccived a passport issued by the authorities
and was able to go to the United States as a visiting
scholar in October 1991.%

One may ask why the 1989 exhibition used “China/
Avant-Garde” as its English title while the original
Chinese title, “Zhongguo xiandai yishuzhan,”
literally means “ Chinese Modern Art Exhibition.” In
Western art history, “avant-garde” and “modernism”
went side by side, they were almost the same thing,
although in the postmodern period there was a

contrasting “neo-avant-garde.” But in the Chinese
context of the late 1980s, giamwei (avant-garde)
scemed more radical and broader than xiandai
(modern art). Therefore, when 1 discussed the
English title of the exhibition with some critics, such
Zhou Yan, the editor of the exhibition catalogue, and
Hou Hanru, the catalogue’s translator, we all agreed
that “avant-garde” made more sense than “modern”
as a translation of the original Chinese title. We also
had a feeling thart although “modern™ in the Chinese
context means “new,” in the West it might be a term
out of fashion, even suggesting a period style. The
term “avant-garde,” however, is more contemporary,
ongoing, and not confined to a style. It particularly
fic the art of the '85 Movement in the second half of
the 1980s.

[n fact, it was not untl the lead-up to the
“China/Avant-Garde” exhibition that Chinese artists
and critics of the 85 Movement began widely and
formally to use the term “avant-garde” to define the
new art. The most commonly used term in the 1970s
and earlier 1980s had been “modern™ (xiandai), but
sometime around 1986 or 1987 some critics, artists,
and writers began to use the term “avant-garde”
(gianwei, usually in visual art, or xianfeng, commonly
in literature) to name the new art and new literature.
Some guannian art groups, such as Xiamen Dada in
Fujian, the M Group in Shanghai, and the Southern
Artists Salon in Guangzhou, claimed that they were
pursuing a “surpassing avant-garde” (chao qianwei).
‘Therefore, they declared that their ideas tended
toward “postmodernism” or the “contemporary” (see
chaprer 6).

Generally speaking, then, before the “China/
Avant-Garde”™ exhibition, “modern,” “avant-garde,”
“postmodern,” and “contemporary” had all been used
by the artists of the "85 Movement. After the 1989
exhibition, however, “modern art” (xiandai yishu) was
no longer used to define any new art phenomenon in
the Chinese art world, and “avant-garde” became the
term most frequently used, especially in the first half
of the 1990s, both domestically and internationally.
Since the later 1990s, “contemporary art” (dangdai

yishu) has become the most popular term.
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5
Metaphysical Modernity

Rationalist Painting and Current of Life Painting

‘The art groups described in this chapter are grouped
together by the belief that artwork should evoke “the
spirit of humanism” (renwen jingshen) or “humanism
and rationalism” (renwen lixing). Although, since
the Renaissance, humanism in the West has been
differentiated from the modern idea of individualism,
in China after the Cultural Revolution the term
“humanism” (rendaozhuyi) indicated the search for
individual freedom in conjunction with a fraternity
searching for what is most noble in the human
condition. Additionally, Chinese humanist ideas
strongly opposed the division of people into different
classes. As discussed in chapter 2, the scar (shanghen)
and rustic painters presented this humanism in their
art either by showing the emotional wounds inflicted
on the Chinese populace or by depicting the poor,
innocent peasants and pastoralists in the countryside.
Simultancously in literature, a “searching for roots”
(x.fmgm) movement arose containing two conflictin g
camps, those of “native soil writing” and “urban
literature.” As rustic realist painting and the scar
group addressed scenes from the Cultural Revolution,
[hC [(_’ﬂdcncy o examine t]]c customs and mores DF
local regions, known as xungen fiction, first appeared.
It was a modest reaction against the increasingly
formulaic scar literature (shanghen wenxue) of the
late 1970s and early °80s. Scar literature openly
deplored the national chaos and individual suffering
of the Cultural Revolution.

However, the generation of the 85 Movement
immediately launched another campaign of
humanism (renwen jingshen). It was a significant
departure from the earlier one launched by the post-
Cultural Revolution generation, because the 1980s
generation, in general, was pursuing an idealistic

future characterized by cultural modernity, no longer

looking backward to traditional or native roots to
explore certain historical values of humanity. For them,
humanity itself represented the nexus of the issue of
modernity, transcending the struggles of the painful
past and personal experience. In this sense, the ‘85
Movement departed from the “realistic” restrictions
of the post-Cultural Revolution generation, who
mostly targeted the Cultural Revolution period.
Further, they returned to the May Fourth
heritage of seeking cultural enlightenment and
total modernity. As described in my 1986 speech
delineating the ‘85 Movement’s characteristics: “In
the art world, a movement emerged that embraced all
the issues of the May Fourth Movement and revived
the core spirit of the cultural movements begun in
the early twentieth century. It is part of the cultural

debates and is the cultural fever of the year.™'

Transitional Avant-Gardes Look toward the Ideal Future

In the mid-1980s, after China suddenly opened
to the rest of the world, many intellectuals and
a new generation of artists who had received
academic training thrived with a strong dose of
Western modern and contemporary influence.
The humanism embraced by the artists of the ‘85
Movement reflected a desire to transcend both Mao's
ideology of “proletarian people” and the complaints
of the “wounded people” espoused by the Red
Guard generation, especially the artists of the Stars
group and of scar painting. On the contrary, the
artists of the '85 Movement identified themselves
as “universalists,” which in this specific moment
revealed the core of Chinese modernity, a modernity
ready to embrace all advances from different ages and

civilizations and to go beyond the reality of existing
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