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Preface

The term ‘avant-garde’ denotes the vanguard of an army but also the pioneers and innovators in the realm of culture, in particular literature and the arts.1 Artists and writers emerge as the avant-garde when they break new ground, defy the status quo and redefine the rules. Their audiences perceive them as progressive or ultra-modern. These artists and writers push the frontiers of culture on a mission ‘to boldly go where no man has gone before’, as Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek put it in the realm of American popular culture of the 1960s.

This book shifts the focus from Western culture to China’s literary, artistic and vernacular cultures. It aims to show first, that there are not only men but also women out on this mission; and second, that on Earth such missions mainly concern transcultural – rather than transgalactic – travel. Transculturality denotes the merging of local and global cultures, or in the words of Wolfgang Welsch, the hybridity and ‘globalising tendencies’ of cultures existing alongside a ‘desire for specificity and particularity’.2 The concept of transculturality allows the authors of this volume to explore the flow of cultural trends, ideas and images between China and the rest of the world.

The avant-garde men and women who are the subjects of this book appear as pioneers and innovators in the realm of China’s vernacular cultures, including literature (in particular poetry and fictional narratives), the visual arts and internet-based writings. The concept of vernacular cultures denotes China’s unofficial or popular cultures as opposed to the culture officially sanctioned by the Chinese government.

This book is about the men and women who form the cultural avant-garde of post-Mao China, spanning four decades from 1978 to 2018. Their common denominator is their literary and artistic concern with the art of transculturality. Our story begins with Deng Xiaoping’s re-opening of China to the outside world at the beginning of the Reform era in 1978 and leads us through the postsocialist years of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping’s China in 2018, a watershed marked by Xi reversing China’s postsocialist trends and making himself a leader for life.

After 1978, a new avant-garde appeared, in the shape of young poets and painters who reflected on the traumas of the twentieth century, the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) and the dawn of the Reform era. These pioneers witnessed the re-opening of China to external cultural influences, trends that the Chinese government condemned in the official campaign against ‘spiritual pollution’ from Western cultures in 1983. The ‘West’ here mainly refers to Europe and the United States. In China, during the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Stars Art Group, including the young Ai Weiwei, represented a prominent example of how some avant-garde artists championed individualism and freedom of expression while casting a critical eye on China’s past and the Mao era.

Four decades later, in 2018, China’s avant-garde uses both the traditional and the new media, resorting to virtual platforms and internet-based discourses to break new ground and sometimes bypass government censorship. Never before has the world felt more intricately entangled in the transcultural travel of trends than today. And never before has the need to understand and explain this transcultural travel of trends felt more urgent. The present study therefore offers a timely analysis.

This volume brings together international scholars of Chinese visual arts, literature and culture from Europe, Asia and the United States and the foremost collector of contemporary Chinese art, Uli Sigg from Switzerland. Like a bunch of differently coloured balloons held together by a single piece of string, their contributions debate the transcultural travels of China’s new avant-garde artists and writers from various angles. What ties them together is their common concern with the many ways in which transcultural flows transform China’s local cultures in the age of globalisation.3

Each chapter in this book aims to shed new light on how China’s avant-garde artists and writers innovate culture and break new ground by exploring connections and entanglements in space and time. Their transcultural journeys take them not only across China and beyond, but also from China’s socialist culture to a postsocialist culture where the residue of socialism remains visible and palpable, like coffee grounds in a traditionally brewed cup.4

Daria Berg and Giorgio Strafella

St.Gallen and Olomouc, 7 July 2022
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The avant-garde and the art of transculturalityAn introduction

Daria Berg and Giorgio Strafella
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In 1987, Huang Yong Ping 黄永砯 (1954–2019) produced one of the most significant artworks to have come out of contemporary China – so significant, in fact, that leading historian of Chinese art Craig Clunas recently wondered whether it might have marked the end of Chinese painting.1 The present volume, by contrast, takes Huang’s artwork as the point of departure for a transcultural history of the new avant-garde of postsocialist China.

Huang, the most prominent member of a group of artists who called themselves Xiamen Dada 厦门达达, took two books off his bookshelf at home, let them mix to a pulp inside a working washing machine, and then placed the product of this process back onto a bookshelf.2 After the work became damaged in 1990, Huang remade it in 1993 and arranged the unreadable sludge into an installation which also incorporated a broken glass pane and a tea chest (Figure 0.1).


[image: An artwork by Huang Yong Ping showing a heap of small pieces of paper lying on a broken glass pane that is on top of an open tea chest.]
Figure 0.1 Huang Yong Ping 黄永砯, ‘Zhongguo huihua shi’ he ‘Xiandai yishu jianshi’ zai xiyiji jiaoban liang fen zhong 《中国绘画史》和《现代艺术简史》在洗衣机搅拌两分钟 (The History of Chinese Art and A Concise History of Modern Painting washed in a washing machine for two minutes), 1987/1993. Copyright: Archives of Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy of Gladstone Gallery, New York and Brussels.


The books Huang chose to employ were a textbook on the history of Chinese painting by Wang Bomin 王伯敏 (1924–2013) and the Chinese translation of a history of modern Western art by Herbert Read (1893–1968), an English art historian and anarchist thinker. The latter volume had been published in Shanghai in 1979 and, as one of the few texts on Western art widely available at the time, had become well known by then in Chinese avant-garde circles.3 Huang’s ‘deconstructive “washing away” of printed histories of Chinese and Western art’4 – as Clunas describes it – constitutes the artist’s response to a question that ‘had preoccupied generations of modern Chinese intellectuals and artists: how to position oneself between tradition and modernity and between East and West?’5 ‘Instead of providing another idealistic solution’ to such a question, Wu Hung observes, Huang Yong Ping’s artwork challenges its very premise by ‘eliminating the binary concepts’ and erasing the ‘conventional dichotomy’ between East and West, tradition and modernity.6

As if inspired by Huang Yong Ping’s creative biblioclasty,7 the chapters in this volume offer critical perspectives on transcultural relations in China’s avant-garde literature and visual arts since the beginning of the Reform era in 1978. The concepts of ‘transculturality’ and ‘avant-garde’ frame the way this volume addresses its subject matter. For the present purpose, the avant-garde is defined by its desecratory experimentalism and a defiant attitude vis-à-vis sociopolitical norms and dominant tastes.8 The chapters in this volume explore innovative ways of looking at the dynamics of transculturality in China’s avant-garde art and literature. By moving beyond the East/West dichotomy, the chapters examine the connections and entanglements these dynamics weave across cultures within China and beyond. In contrast with studies of contemporary Chinese culture that focus on either the literary field or the visual arts, the unifying thread of transculturality allows this volume to shed light on connections between a range of literary and artistic phenomena that exist in China’s vernacular culture, on the margins of the officially ordained culture.9

The volume draws the concept of ‘transculturality’ from Wolfgang Welsch to acknowledge the inner differentiation and complexity of contemporary Chinese culture while also emphasising its permeability. Such a theoretical framework aims to accommodate the ‘globalizing tendencies’ as well as ‘the desire for specificity and particularity’10 that have animated Chinese cultural life in the post-Reform era. Primarily, Welsch’s ‘transculturality’ reflects the observation that the culturally diverse and ideologically complex societies of today make it ever more dangerous and untenable to conceive of them as uniform and well delimited.11 Against this ‘traditional’ conception, Welsch argues that cultures – at the individual as well as the societal level – are increasingly characterised by inner differentiation, external interconnection and ‘hybridisation’.12 In the avant-garde culture of postsocialist China, transculturality refers not only to entanglements between cultures defined according to geographical or ethnic belonging (e.g. China and Europe, Tibetan and Han, and so forth)13 but also to the after-lives or ‘residues’ of Chinese socialist culture into the post-Reform era.14 As a result, phenomena that mainstream culture views as marginal and transitional emerge as crucial in the investigation of cultural formations from a transcultural perspective.15

Before Welsch defined ‘transculturality’ to describe the form of culture in the rapidly (re-)globalising world of the early 1990s, anthropologist Fernando Ortiz had coined the term ‘transculturation’ in the 1940s and, in the 1970s, Ángel Rama had applied the concept to literary criticism.16 Writing on Indigenous cultures and societal change in Cuba, Ortiz employed ‘transculturation’ to conceptualise cultural transfer between colonial centres and imperial peripheries. With this term, he underscored how the cultures of oppressed and marginalised groups in the colonies reworked and transformed ideas and materials from the centre, rather than being merely substituted or homogenised by colonialism.17 The concept of transculturation – distinct from, but cognate with Welsch’s idea of transculturality – reminds us that relations of power and hegemony have a bearing on the cultural dynamics of hybridisation and entanglement. This fact is rarely lost on the artists, authors and intellectuals of postsocialist China.

A new transcultural framing for the study of contemporary China has been taking shape in recent years thanks also to fora such as the journals Transtext(e)s Transcultures
18 and the Journal of Transcultural Studies.19 Brigit Hopfener, Franziska Koch, Jeong-hee Lee-Kalisch and Juliane Noth have pioneered a transcultural approach to the history of contemporary art from China. The theoretical framework of their scholarship draws on Derrida’s theory of différance and Homi K. Bhabha’s ‘Third Space’ to map contemporary Chinese art in a global context in an attempt to avoid essentialising its ‘Chinese identity’, or representing it as derivative of ‘Western’ notions of art.20 As to literature, Tong King Lee and Jane Qian Liu have employed transculturality to address intertextuality, intersemioticity and translation in Chinese experimental literature and modern fiction, respectively,21 while Sy Ren Quah and Todd Coulter have explored ‘transculturalism’ in the plays of émigré author and artist Gao Xingjian 高行健 (b. 1940).22

This volume interrogates transcultural trends to understand the transformation of Chinese culture in the age of globalisation. In twenty-first century China, new media and communication technologies have allowed for the tentative emergence of a public sphere that challenges the mechanisms of government censorship. Internet-based discourses traverse the borderlines between China’s officially sanctioned culture, the globalising world and Chinese vernacular cultures. Official discourse in the Xi Jinping 习近平 era (2012–present) promotes cultural nationalism and demands that creative expression in China embodies the essence of the ‘Chinese nation’.23 By contrast, China’s avant-garde art and literature challenge and dissolve borders between cultures, genres and even fields of practice – in Bourdieu’s sense24 – such as art and activism. China’s new generation of avant-garde writers and artists push the boundaries of vernacular culture, while creatively appropriating artistic and literary languages from post/modern Western avant-garde movements to reflect on China’s postsocialist transformation and Maoist heritage. The chapters in this volume investigate such forms of transculturality in avant-garde Chinese literature and art, looking critically at past and current transcultural trends and the interpretation of avant-garde languages from non-Chinese traditions.


Outline of the book

Part I of this volume, ‘The politics of transculturality’, presents two studies that shed light on the political aspects of avant-garde culture in postsocialist China. These include the fusion between art and activism, the power dynamics of languages, and the tension between modernity and national identities. Both chapters highlight the intimate connection between transculturality and power, pointing at the subversive potential of the transcultural avant-garde.

The momentum of the end of the Maoist era brought about a boost of creative energies in a group of young intellectuals who had grown up in an environment of revolutionary violence, idealism, and spiritual as well as material deprivation. The watershed of 1978–1979 inaugurated a decade of vigorously renewed interest in global cultural flows and exchanges, during which the time seemed ripe to pursue different aesthetic approaches. Leaving behind the official doctrines and developing alternative ways of writing the modern Chinese experience, those young intellectuals, authors and artists created an atmosphere of bohemian camaraderie and artistic sensitivity. Hope for change, grief on account of the revolutionary terror’s damage to both individuals and society as a whole, and nostalgia for the abandoned traditional aesthetic forms and principles permitted them to explore the affective intensities for their experimental appropriations of world literary topoi and aesthetic forms. Critics chose terms such as ‘avant-garde’ and ‘postmodernism’ to define the literary achievements of this group and epoch, while at the same time cautioning on behalf of a lingering socialist aesthetic consciousness and the concomitant return of the immaturely ousted modernisms of the late Qing 清 (1644–1911) and Republican (1912–1949) eras.

In Chapter 1, ‘Interrogating transculturality: From avant-garde literature to street art’, Andrea Riemenschnitter addresses the contemporary production – especially the changed perspective on Chinese modernity’s coming of age – of leading authors from that cultural milieu, thirty years on. By doing so, Riemenschnitter critically interrogates the concept of transculturality with respect to its capacity to capture the convergences and divisions between the early post-Maoist experiences and more recent experiments.

In Chapter 2, ‘“Words divide, images connect”: The politics of language and the language of politics in Xu Bing’s Book from the Sky and Book from the Ground’, Wenny Teo focuses on the work of a major contemporary art figure, Xu Bing 徐冰 (b. 1955). Xu’s Book from the Sky (1987–1991) is widely regarded as one of the most important artworks in the global contemporary art canon: a spectacular installation comprised of an invented lexicon of 4,000 pseudo-­Chinese characters laboriously hand-carved and printed onto rice paper scrolls that is utterly illegible. Some two decades after realising that artwork, Xu published Book from the Ground: From Point to Point (2014), a 112-page ‘graphic novel’ written entirely in the international visual vernacular of emoji, icons and symbols culled from the internet, which according to the artist ‘virtually anyone can read’. Teo explores how Xu Bing’s long-standing preoccupation with visual over verbal forms of communication plays to the idealisation of the Chinese logograph as a model for a ‘new media literacy’ in the global imaginary, while also reflecting the culturally coded anxieties centred on both the murky politics of language and the language of politics in modern and contemporary China. Reading between the lines of what is touted as an ‘open book’, Teo considers the degree to which the banal panoply of utterly conventional signs that constitute the Book from the Ground might be encrypted with a subversive subtext – one that is in dialogue with grassroots forms of online resistance that similarly play on the visual-verbal properties of the Chinese logograph to subvert the limitations placed on the ‘seeable’ and ‘sayable’ in contemporary China. Teo’s analysis reveals how this artwork, behind an apparent avoidance of cultural and national inflections in favour of simplicity and legibility, might encrypt a culturally specific subtext that is in dialogue with new forms of underground resistance to the rhetoric of the state.25

In Part II, ‘Collecting the art of transculturality’, Chapters 3 and 4 introduce us to the method and philosophy of Uli Sigg, the world’s most important collector of avant-garde art from post-1978 China. Chapter 3, ‘How people collect contemporary art: My typology of collecting styles’, delineates a typology of art collection methods and contains a reflection on Sigg’s own method. Chapter 4, ‘Confusionism’, represents Sigg’s personal appreciation of Ai Weiwei 艾未未 (b. 1957, ‘WW’ in the chapter), whose friendship and collaboration with the author over many years is closely linked to both Ai’s artistic and curatorial practices and also to Sigg’s activity as a collector. In 2006, Ai Weiwei described Uli Sigg as ‘an important participant and an incorruptible witness’ to China’s process of Reform and Opening up, one who possessed a ‘tremendous influence on political, economic, and cultural understanding, communication, and cooperation between East and West’.26

More than an art collector, Uli Sigg merges in one individual no less than four key figures in the encounter between Reform-era China and ‘the West’, namely: the legal-economic expert overseeing the plan-to-market conversion of the Chinese economy; the diplomat with a first-hand understanding of the country’s sociopolitical transformation; the journalist and media editor; and the cultural entrepreneur.27 Since the very concept of ‘contemporary Chinese art’ has arguably emerged from the transcultural flows that traverse its production, curation and exhibition, the role of an exceptional collector like Uli Sigg in shaping what is considered ‘contemporary Chinese art’ cannot be underestimated. Alongside Sigg’s roles on the advisory committees of museums such as the MoMA in New York and the Tate Gallery in London, exhibitions of art from his collection such as Mahjong – curated in 2005 by Bernhard Fibicher and Ai Weiwei – and more recently Chinese Whispers (2016, curated by Kathleen Bühler) have defined and re-defined the understanding of experimental art from China, especially among Western audiences. The donation in 2012 of 1,450 artworks from the Sigg collection to the M+ Museum in Hong Kong has established a new dialogue between Uli Sigg’s work as a collector and audiences both inside and outside the country. In this sense, the chapters in Part II represent primary documents of the transcultural history of the Chinese avant-garde.

Part III, ‘The topography of transculturality’, focuses on the spatial dimension of avant-garde art and literature, looking in particular at transcultural encounters in the peripheries, at the edges and across the borders of China’s land and culture. In Chapter 5, ‘Transculturality in Hong Kong artist Annie Wan’s conceptual ceramic art’, Silvia Fok examines the notion of disappearance as a form of existence and finds it exemplified in the conceptual ceramic art by Hong Kong artist Annie Wan 尹麗娟 (b. 1961). After an exploration of the history of modern ceramic art in Hong Kong that highlights its transcultural elements, Fok’s chapter shows how the notion of transculturality can take the interpretation of Wan’s conceptual ceramic artworks beyond the ideas of multiculturality and interculturality. By examining the ways in which Annie Wan’s continuous and repetitive moulding and firing contribute to our understanding of disappearance as existence, Fok argues that the new ceramic form of existence emerging from the vanishing of the original object can be regarded as a metaphor for transculturality.

In Chapter 6, ‘Tibetan stories with transcultural perspectives and experimental styles: Chinese avant-garde fiction as an example’, Xi Liu explores two Tibetan-themed experimental novels from the 1980s. Liu argues that Chinese avant-garde fiction writers stood at the vanguard of literary representation of cross-cultural subject matters, i.e. between China’s ethnic majority and minorities. Such authors focused not only on subject matter such as encounters between Han and non-Han cultures, and between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ cultures, but also on narrative techniques to represent China’s marginalised cultures. They transformed critical attitudes towards history and culture into experiments with literary forms and narrative strategies. Xi Liu analyses two fictional works by Ma Yuan 马原 (b. 1953) and Tashi Dawa (or Zhaxi Dawa 扎西达娃, b. 1959) to investigate how experimental narrative techniques contest the dominant, normative and essentialised way of seeing and narrating ‘minority’ cultures. Liu argues that such ‘transcultural’ literary experiments by Ma Yuan as a reflective outsider and by Tashi Dawa as a reflective insider of Tibet are informed by both Western modernist literary practices and actual Tibetan experiences. The postmodernist literary techniques help them problematise the othered, objectified way of representation that embodies the perspective of a ‘rational’, normative, Han-Chinese narrating subject. The transcultural element of these works therefore lies in their contestation and deconstruction of binary oppositions within the hegemonic discourses of Han-centrism and modernity.

Chapter 7, ‘Burning words: Deng Dafei’s Dark Utopia 2’ by Cosima Bruno, discusses a piece of language art by Utopia Group’s Deng Dafei 邓大非 (b. 1975) entitled Dark Utopia 2. As an example of avant-garde creativity that abolishes any distinction between literature and visual arts, this piece consists of a video-recorded installation based on a poem written by the artist in 2014. Bruno examines this piece against the backdrop of China’s neoliberal transformation in the Reform era, and within the emerging contestation of this process from a number of critical artists who have come together under collective projects such as the Utopia Group and Asia Scene. In an increasingly burnt-out world that is the summation of irreversible neoliberalism, ecological disasters and social fragmentation, Deng Dafei, the Utopia Group and Asia Scene propose a vision of art that is transcultural, crossing not only China’s geographical but also social borders, pursuing in situ interventions and community-based projects. The principal theoretical references for Bruno’s interpretation of Deng Dafei’s Dark Utopia 2 are provided by site-specific approaches to art, from Buren to Krauss and Lefebvre.

Finally, Part IV of this volume, ‘The frontiers of transculturality’, explores the frontiers of avant-garde experimentation in contemporary Chinese art and literature. In distinct ways, the three chapters in this section question the limits of what constitutes the avant-garde of the postsocialist era. In Chapter 8, ‘Avant-garde “boys love”: Female fantasy and the new queer discourse in China’, Xi Tian analyses ‘boys love’ (BL) fiction to argue that this popular genre of online literature constitutes an avant-garde queer space. Originating in Japan, BL literature focuses on romantic or homoerotic relationships between men and has found a substantial international audience, the majority of whom are young heterosexual women. Since the early 2000s BL fiction has flourished on the Chinese internet, where it is known as danmei 耽美. This chapter examines several themes that dominate BL fiction, such as rape and sexual violence, the idea that true love transcends gender, and aggressive/passive binary roles in sex. Xi Tian compares such themes with those of heterosexual romance and suggests that, while BL fiction may contribute to hetero-centrism even as it partially upends traditional gender roles, its adoption and distortion of literary conventions function as a form of literary reflexivity. This differentiates the subversive BL fiction from popular literature that offers a false reconciliation in an imaginary world. As a result, Xi Tian argues, BL displays a keen awareness of the literary and social conventions surrounding literary production and consumption which characterised the historical avant-grade. BL and its subculture grapple with the logic of the market to create a queer discourse that celebrates the autonomy of concealed female fantasies while raising anti-homophobic consciousness, thus challenging mainstream discourses and ideas of ‘normality’. Xi Tian also reveals how postmodernist avant-garde discourses in contemporary China often reflect a combination of popular culture and aesthetic radicalism, commercial appeal and ideological subversion.

In Chapter 9, ‘Avant-garde women’s poetry from China: Zhai Yongming and the poetry journal Wings’, Justyna Jaguścik discusses the emergence of avant-garde poetry in mainland China during the twilight years of the Maoist era. She explores how, within a short time, this literary phenomenon became almost synonymous with everything worth reading in contemporary Chinese poetry. Chinese avant-garde poetry from that era is viewed not only as being rooted in aesthetic experiments but also as occupying a politicised space associated with historical events such as the Beijing Spring of 1978. Emerging on the frontline of such experimentation, women’s poetry constituted an important component of that eclectic mishmash, and Jaguścik aims to fill a gap in scholarship by discussing women’s poetry from China as avant-garde poetry. While doing so, she traces transcultural traffic in poetic imagination. She also facilitates an inquiry into cutting-edge features of women’s poetry by discussing some institutional aspects of its functioning within the literary field, as well as its contributions to the metatextual discourse on the poetical genre.

The last chapter, ‘Stealing the art of pain: Body art and Zhao Yue’s Lattice’ by Giorgio Strafella and Daria Berg, examines the emergence and reception in China of ‘body art’ (shenti yishu 身体艺术 or routi yishu 肉体艺术) – one of the most extreme and controversial artistic trends of the postsocialist era – as a transcultural phenomenon. This chapter conceptualises ‘body art’ based on the use of the human body as the primary material of artistic creation and the performance of actions of cruelty, modification and endangerment on the artist’s body. It points to the connection between literary and artistic reflections on the experience of the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) and artistic experimentation in China during the 1980s, a connection already explored in Chapter 1 with reference to the literary avant-garde. Chapter 10 frames ‘body art’ in China from the 1990s to the 2000s within the atmosphere of cynicism which prevailed in the years after the events of 1989 and the heightened role of the market in the cultural sphere. The chapter argues that the notion that it behoves the Party-state to protect the bodies and minds of the people from harmful cultural spectacles represents a residue of Mao-era socialism in the postsocialist era. To investigate the reception of ‘body art’ by the Chinese art world, this chapter analyses a performance by woman artist Zhao Yue 赵跃 (b. 1981) entitled Gezi 格子 (Lattice, or Grids, 2007) and discusses the debate this work elicited among Chinese art critics. This analysis reveals body art from China as a cultural trend where postsocialist biopolitics and gendered cultural identities intersect with transcultural flows of artistic experimentation, thus highlighting key tensions that animate the intellectual life of contemporary China.
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Introduction

‘Transculturality’ is a term that was promoted by the German philosopher Wolfgang Welsch during the 1990s for the purpose of addressing the shortcomings of concepts of inter- and multicultural identity.1 In response to the proliferation of multi-ethnic nation-states and mass migration during the twentieth century, feminist and subaltern studies were concerned with making the voices of marginalised groups audible, especially in affluent societies where cultural diversity was propagated while immigrants and resident minorities suffered from various kinds of discrimination. In this way, the claims to (national) cultural homogeneity made during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were declared obsolete. Drawing inspiration from Zuckmayer, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein and Adorno, Welsch describes how contemporary states and individuals should benefit from a transcultural horizon characterised by parameters such as mutability, diversity, entanglement, intermixing and commonness. These would help to overcome the outdated European Enlightenment model of cultures as islands, which in his view is not adequately tackled by either of the concepts mentioned above. Today’s globalised information networks have thoroughly altered this model of isolated, homogenised national cultures, rendering nation-states more culturally fluid and impermanent than ever. Although the term ‘hybridity’ is perfunctorily tackled by Welsch, he remains silent with respect to the (discursive) power struggles in Western notions of culture/s and identities. These struggles have been problematised by postcolonial intellectuals – among them Bhabha, Chow, Spivak, Young and others. Pinpointing the implied neo-imperialistic universalism originating in this kind of Eurocentric theory of cultural exchange, they warn of the fallacies of Western theoretical approaches based on overly idealistic assumptions of an evolutionary, worldwide dynamics of educated, cosmopolitan subjectivity formation. As an alternative, they produced concepts by means of which hitherto largely invisible minorities can be studied as individual subjects and disadvantaged groups struggling for recognition of their human rights, despite their accumulated disadvantages resulting from intersecting, and hence mutually reinforcing, race, class and gender stereotypes. But no matter whether we focus on hybridity, transculturality, cultural translation or intersectionality, all of these concepts require contextualisation in conjunction with a critical evaluation of their analytical scope and purpose.

In the case of the cultural landscape of contemporary mainland China, Welsch’s discrimination between micro- and macro-social forms of transculturality can be useful, despite the blind spots of the concept mentioned above, especially when it is aligned with the theoretical background of Bhabha’s in-between space (where cultures interact and hybridise), Young’s insightful elaboration on the particular forms of hybridisation that cultural translation may encompass, and Spivak’s reflections on the fundamentally important, yet often carefully veiled impact of gendering on the production of cultural meaning. With the help of their work, this chapter will engage with literary and art production both during China’s cultural modernisation thirty years ago and now, by exploring the transcultural dynamics of selected works and aesthetic experiments.



Modernity through the lens of the 1980s’ literary avant-garde

In November 2015, Beijing Normal University hosted an international conference entitled ‘The Road Towards Globality and Modernity: Remembering Thirty Years of the Literary Avant-Garde’. It was divided into a part consisting of lectures by some of the scholars whose critical acclaim had catapulted a group of young authors to the forefront in the early 1980s, and a podium with guests from this latter group. Among them were the conference’s guests of honour Ai Wei 艾伟 (b. 1966), Dong Xi 东西 (b. 1966), Ge Fei 格非 (b. 1964), Li Er 李洱 (b. 1966), Lin Bai 林白 (b. 1958), Ouyang Jianghe 欧阳江河 (b. 1956), Su Tong 苏童 (b. 1963), Wu Liang 吴亮 (b. 1955) and Yu Hua 余华 (b. 1960), all of whom participated in a podium discussion following the lectures.2 In their exchanges, it was made clear that the momentum of the end of the Maoist era, with its suffocating political environment and rigidly functionalist aesthetics, had brought about hope for change and a boost for creative energies. The time seemed ripe for them to pursue ambitious targets, such as freeing themselves from the official aesthetic doctrine and developing alternative ways of writing the modern Chinese experience within an atmosphere of bohemian camaraderie and artistic sensitivity. Not only was there great hope for change, there was also grief on account of the damage done by the revolutionary terror to both individuals and society as a whole, and – especially in the case of the Misty Poets (menglong shiren 朦胧诗人) and the root-searching (xungen 寻根) fiction writers – nostalgia for China’s traditional aesthetic forms and principles. Local and international critics looking for a new formula to define the literary achievements of this group and epoch chose terms such as ‘avant-garde’ and ‘postmodernism’, while at the same time drawing attention to a lingering socialist aesthetic consciousness and the concomitant return of the previously purged modernisms of the late Qing and Republican eras. The conference was a lively and inspiring event, despite the fact that although Hong Kong had been returned to mainland China in 1997, and by the 1980s, questions about its citizens’ upcoming postcolonial identity had begun to be reflected in literature and the arts, no representative of the Sinophone avant-garde from the then British crown colony attended the conference. Nor were representatives of the important exile authors (i.e. Gao Xingjian; Ma Jian 马建, b. 1953; Yang Lian 杨炼, b. 1955) and minority writers (i.e. Alai 阿来, b. 1959; Tashi Dawa; Zhang Chengzhi 张承志, b. 1948) of the 1980s to be heard on this occasion. This meant that one of the major innovations ushered in by the 1980s Chinese avant-garde, the focus on the diversity and cultural differences within and beyond the nation’s frontiers,3 was not addressed at this event. However, even within this limited framework, important questions were brought to the fore. In what follows, there will be no attempt to make up for the absence of these other members of the 1980s’ avant-garde, but their absence, and the growing invisibility of marginalised groups it suggests, may accompany our reflection on the contemporary production of the more established group of authors who did attend the conference, thirty years later. With this absence in mind, I will revisit the aesthetic quest of the 1980s ‘high culture fever’4 – that was to a large extent crafted and represented by the authors on the podium of the Beishida conference – and contextualise their literary creation with isochronic developments in the visual arts.

The formal and linguistic experiments of these writers and their peer group are rightly foregrounded as harbingers of a global literary approach aimed at re-opening China to the world. They actively engaged with the rapidly published translations of leading Western postmodernist and poststructuralist thinkers, including Butler, Derrida, Foucault, Jameson and Kristeva. Inspired by authors associated with Latin American magical realism such as Allende, Borges and Marquez, as well as Western modernists such as Kafka, Joyce and Faulkner, they broadened the horizons of their stories to include strange, uncanny, grotesque and fantastic elements that exceeded the socialist realist narratological framework. It was a time when questions of truth and ethics, demands for the re-writing of the canon, calls to negotiate one’s political orientations and the conundrum of how to occupy a space of one’s own under the watchful eye of the socialist party-state became issues of public concern.5 As Wu Liang explains:


In 1986, everybody was discussing humanism and theories of human nature. At long last, there was a space that could be reclaimed in the comparatively open-minded political climate of the time. However, for us this was far from enough. Let’s say someone wanted to write something true: if I said that what I wrote was true, other people would tell me that it wasn’t representative, but if I said my work was representative, others would counter that I had political problems. In those times, the authorities controlled all rights to creative writing. The power to define what was true, or what was representative, or what could be called an epoch, belonged to them, not to us. We were reduced to talking about structure, feel for language, and narrative style, and could never discuss politics or epochs. Maybe other people felt terrified about this or did not quite understand it, but we did have a space of our own.6



Already in the fall of 1979, the Stars group of artists had provoked a sensation with their combined protests and exhibitions in Beijing.7 As the world observed their actions and showed great interest in creating a global market for their works, networks between artists and poets supported an experimental departure from the dogma of socialist realist aesthetics. Although many things could still not be freely discussed, the Stars artists and avant-garde writers widely agreed upon the necessity to simultaneously open Chinese aesthetics to the world and rehearse the nation’s traditions for the formation of their own post-revolutionary identity and culture.8 What followed is well known and studied: a generation of highly successful writers and film directors reinvented a cultural China that could speak to the world, no matter how ill-prepared both sides of the dialogue proved to be in that particular historical moment. Political pop art and the literature-based, auto-ethnographic films of Fifth Generation directors were internationally successful, albeit greeted by some critics as a mere copying of Western styles, and by others as an auto-orientalist sell-out of the collective trauma.9 Beyond markets, the literary avant-garde’s quest for new narratives, iconic codes and multiple meanings crystallised in works of Misty and post-Misty Poetry that sometimes achieved cult status among student audiences, as well as in experimentalist or new historical fiction.

Not surprisingly, Yu Hua’s dystopian coming-of-age story ‘Shiba sui chumen yuanxing’ 十八岁出门远行 (‘On the Road at Eighteen’, 1987) has retrospectively been put centre stage as one of the most influential texts of that period. The Kafkaesque journey of an 18-year-old from his sheltered childhood home into the jungle of an absurd world ruled by unpredictability and indifference ends in nostalgic reminiscences clad in the symbolic code of Daoism. The fable about two different ways of taming horses – one approach aiming at breaking the horse’s will by means of violence while putting up with the high death toll, the other a method of gentle non-interference which allows the horse to grow and adapt as freely as possible – is derived from a famous Zhuangzi 庄子 legend.10 Stranded in a no-man’s-land, beaten up by thieves and temporarily sheltered in the carcass of a wrecked truck, the young man remembers how happily he set out to discover the world as instructed by his father:


I lie inside the heart of the truck, remembering that clear warm afternoon. The sunlight was so pretty. I remember that I was outside enjoying myself in the sunshine for a long time, and when I got home I saw my dad through the window packing things into a red backpack. I leaned against the window frame and asked, ‘Dad, are you going on a trip?’ He turned and very gently said, ‘No, I’m letting you go on a trip’. ‘Letting me go on a trip?’ ‘That’s right. You’re eighteen now, and it’s time you saw a little of the outside world’. Later I slipped that pretty red backpack onto my back. Dad patted my head from behind, just like you patted a horse’s rump. Then I gladly made for the door and excitedly galloped out of the house, as happy as a horse.11



The tragic outcome of this gentle educational approach is a highly ironic commentary on the failure of both Mao’s revolution and the Zhuangzi’s utopian philosophy, as they equally produced doomed subjectivities and crushed bodies under the pressures of the real world. The story’s fine distinction between modern indifference and antiquity’s utopian concept of an ethically grounded, non-human-centred politics of non-interference provides a model of successful avant-garde intervention in the entangled realms of politics, society and transcultural identity formation under an authoritarian party-state (the father in the story) that has become more and more alienated from its subjects.

From the 1980s on, formal and linguistic innovation comprising inner monologues, blurred boundaries between the real and the fantastic, and the abandonment of political jargon created the signature style of these avant-garde authors. They often adopted the unmediated, innocent perspective of children on the strange and cruel adult world, thus allegorising the Chinese revolution’s coming of age. Some of the most popular stories by Ge Fei, Han Shaogong 韩少功 (b. 1953), Mo Yan 莫言 (b. 1955), Yu Hua and Su Tong are about the encounter of a child protagonist with the social turmoil of the Cultural Revolution.12

Merging and appropriating Western postmodern aesthetic concepts of the avant-garde, the inhuman, the grotesque and the sublime, these works reflect the Chinese post-revolutionary experience in the context of young protagonists who are suddenly overwhelmed by ad hoc, inscrutable, unfamiliar rites of passage. The phenomenon is represented as an implosion of different inhuman agencies that are normally institutionally controlled, so that they do not pose an immediate threat to a community’s social order. According to Lyotard, the inhuman takes two distinct forms: first, as the inhuman character of the capitalist social system that, while promising development and freedom, subordinates the human will to a stern regime of logical reasoning and objective causes; and second, as embodied indeterminacy, which indicates the not yet fully humanised child awaiting education. The latter promises, in its savage state, the unforeseeable arrival of newness. In Lyotard’s view, modernity’s haste to determine the indeterminate in order to make it useful is mistaken. Hence, he calls for the arts to counteract this trend. Claiming that the postmodern sublime in avant-garde art engages precisely with this particular quality of indeterminate utopian time (as a time-space figuration), Lyotard explains the sensual effect of the sublime as the shock or surprise of the ‘now’ (as in Barnett Newman’s paintings), oscillating between nostalgia and what he, in an earlier work, described as novatio.13 This entanglement between nostalgia for the loss of what was and is no more, and novatio as a secular kind of epiphany in pursuit and contemplation of escape from the present, may unexpectedly bring about change. Lyotard’s notion of the childlike inhuman of humankind was developed in response to the scientific worldview and in line with a Western outlook on the world’s future. It envisions a rather distant threat: the end of the solar system in 4.5 billion years. The ‘now’ of the Cultural Revolution and successive outbreaks of violence in the name of the revolution on the other hand, though sublime in the Kantian sense of comprising mixed feelings of awe, terror and relief, do not conform to Lyotard’s vision, for its newness, despite the Party-state’s indisputable success in mitigating poverty, has not brought about any marked improvement of longstanding social ills such as corruption and the abuse of power. In a similar vein, Chinese avant-garde writers and artists invoked despair and dystopian visions when, in the 1980s, they looked back to the Maoist years rehearsing how it felt to be young back then. Their adolescent generation’s sufferings from, and complicity in the revolutionary terror notwithstanding, the children in their eyes remained bearers of hope for the creation of an alternative model of living well together beyond social classes and hierarchies that the Cultural Revolution had promised, but failed to inaugurate.

They therefore served as screens onto which could be projected both the scars which the revolution’s darkest moments had left on the collective psyche and the writers’ hopes for a morally sublimated post-revolutionary society. Ge Fei’s short story ‘Zhuiyi Wu You xiansheng’ 追忆乌攸先生 (‘Remembering Mr Wu You’, 1986) is one of the most widely read and discussed texts among the many Cultural Revolution narratives highlighting a child’s perplexed perception of adults persecuting and killing kind people for no apparent reason, going about their ghastly business with indifference and regarding it as a recurring, strangely normalised ritual element of social life under the new regime. The story of Mr Wu You’s execution is told backwards from the moment of its revision when a group of investigators arrives in the village several years after the incident. A dual approach towards time and memory is revealed in the course of the plot. Whereas the plainclothes investigators count on their power to access the villagers’ memory (and thereby control historiography) by making a show of their police equipment, thereby threatening the villagers and forcing them to tell the truth, the local people sullenly claim the passage of time as a licence to forget and hence do not speak to these strangers. They even refuse to share their memories with their descendants, proclaiming to whoever approaches them with questions: ‘Time makes you forget everything’ (shijian jiao ren wangji yiqie 时间叫人忘记一切).14

The victim of the execution had settled in the village as an exile, and there are hints in the story that this happened in the wake of some political persecution campaign. He was given a dilapidated hut to live in, and from then on paid the villagers back for their hospitality by providing them with free medical treatment. When his books are burnt during yet another political campaign, Mr Wu You continues to practise, relying on memorised medical knowledge. One day, the village head rapes and kills his young woman apprentice, and afterwards accuses Mr Wu You of the crime. The villagers’ reaction to his ‘solving’ of the murder case, which is to execute the gentle humanist, is indifferent spectatorship. They all know about the village head’s lie, but do not speak up to save the victim. Years later, when the case is finally investigated, the boy narrator’s patchy account of the procedure discloses his perplexity about both the villagers’ random responses and the investigators’ varying degree of attention to his own, seemingly incoherent reminiscences. For instance, they surprisingly prick up their ears when he tells them that the execution happened on the day of the Dragon Boat Festival, but show no interest in the circumstances of the event itself as experienced and described in great detail by the boy, who, together with his younger brother, had watched the shooting of Mr Wu You. The only thing the adolescent male villagers claim to remember is that a young woman ran to the execution ground with her breasts bouncing. Apparently, she wanted to save Mr Wu You’s life by making a (belated) witness statement, but the men were too busy staring at her body to think of stopping the executioner in time for her to reveal what she knew. The story thus stages a momentary implosion of national mythical time, fusing the Dragon Boat Festival’s commemoration of the suicide by drowning of the first Chinese poet-dissident Qu Yuan 屈原 (ca. 340–278 BCE) – and the tragic erasure of his native, southern Chu 楚 culture in antiquity – with biopolitical time, expressed in the clash between the children’s utopian inhuman, the power holders’ regressive inhuman and the universal inhuman of adolescent erotic desire. Adding another layer, the nation’s modern time disintegrates into unpredictable eruptions of human violence and desire – supplemented by the silence performed in front of the perplexed investigators, who represent modernity’s unfulfilled promise of a better life. But there is also a component of timelessness allegorised in the villagers being so worn out by their deprivation that they fail to imagine themselves as free, morally responsible subjects with sociopolitical agency. To them, empathy can only mean weakness, and all it can bring about for the individual is misfortune:


The lack of response to the inquiries of the investigators was not due to the ignorance of these people, but to their lack of feelings. In this village people do not care about anything.15



Ge Fei’s text exposes the intersection of various temporalities and spatial extensions by letting them collide in the sublime ‘now’ of the execution ground, where the kind-hearted outsider is sacrificed – the person who not long before his death had successfully saved the lives of the village children by finding the cure for an epidemic disease. The short story reverberates with Lu Xun’s 鲁迅 (1881–1936) earlier emergency call to save the nation’s children, written in 1918.16 After the revolution, however, the children are left to themselves, or can only tell their haunting stories to a group of strangers whose investigation shows no interest in their traumatic experience. The strangers’ arrival at the village moreover has echoes of Franz Kafka’s grotesque configuration of inhuman systemic power in his novel The Castle (1926), and also hints at a quixotic spirit in Mr Wu You, who was presumably aware of the historical futility of even such minor heroism as his efforts to humanise the village. ‘Remembering Mr Wu You’, with its violence and disillusionment in the face of endless dystopian repetitions, is thus a typical example of 1980s avant-garde fiction deconstructing the arrogant, urban utopianism of modernity. The aesthetic focus on time/chronotopes, which renders human agency a secondary force, offers a different, defiant perspective on the national leadership’s utopian promises. Human weakness and the messiness of history will continue indeterminately to postpone such bright futures, thus distancing the story’s own historical moment from the earlier ones of May Fourth and Maoist modernism. The failure of the modern political system to solve the most elementary social problem, namely ethical interaction with the marginalised or even dehumanised national subjects – for instance, in the case of innocently executed Mr Wu You, his raped and murdered female apprentice, and the voluntary witness, the sight of whose moving body was merged with the spectacle of the shooting by the male villagers – is addressed through the default nihilism of a village child. In this way, the story demands new answers to the question of what role urban culture should play vis-à-vis the rural, vulnerable and numbed ‘others’ as represented by the ordinary people in Mr Wu You’s village, and how these separate worlds can be reunited.17

It can be argued that the story’s bleak description of the desolate situation in the countryside resonates with the portrait of a wrinkled peasant by Sichuanese painter Luo Zhongli 罗中立 (b. 1948) which is entitled ‘Father’ (1980) and is the size of Mao’s portrait in Tiananmen Square. Eugene Yuejin Wang discusses the nationwide stir this particular painting caused by contextualising it with the period’s literary works on this theme and with Luo’s other paintings belonging to the same series of works, of which several feature peasant fathers, elderly women and teenage girls looking after toddlers, but no women performing a mother’s role. Together with the unlikely national father figure, the group of paintings represents the uncertainty of the era with respect to the need for a reconstruction of identities and livelihoods after the collapse of Mao’s revolutionary world, argues Wang. Torn between layers of de-legitimised pasts and a future deprived of the innocent enthusiasm for newness that had guided the 1980s’ avant-garde generation of adolescents, the question of ‘Who are we?’ could no longer be answered with confidence. Or, as Wang puts it:


The whole cultural revisionism in 1980s China is ultimately about how to be the son/grandson vis-à-vis the Other – call it father when skepticism sets in; call it mother when nostalgia overwhelms. Portraits are mirrors.18



Despite the vigorous search for different mirrors during the 1980s, which implied a return to the May Fourth practice of integrating Western cultural theories and aesthetic experiments in avant-garde creative works, the problem of the nation’s internal social and cultural fragmentation lingered throughout the capitalist reform period. Today, more than thirty years later, the same generation of writers and artists – who had been told by the revolutionary regime to destroy the ‘four olds’ (si jiu 四旧)19 – is championing the preservation of the nation’s cultural heritage, including its premodern literary and religious traditions, architecture, village culture and natural landscapes. Some of them even moved to the countryside in order to cooperate with local peasants and environmental activists to establish creative civic alliances for a more sustainable future.20



Three faces of transculturality

Such developments are beyond the scope of inquiry in the reflections on transculturality of Wolfgang Welsch,21 which naturalise the Western/ised urban, post-industrial society as the state of modernity. Nevertheless, Welsch’s critique of Herder’s ideas about isolated national cultures characterised by ‘social homogenisation, ethnic consolidation and intercultural delimitation’22 as being separatory and ‘untenable today’23 is certainly valid beyond the boundaries of European nations. The same holds true for his reservations concerning the concepts of interculturality and multiculturality, which in his view continue to proceed ‘from a conception of cultures as islands or spheres’. While seeking ‘opportunities for tolerance and understanding, and for avoidance or handling of conflict’, he explains, they still hold on to the ‘old cultural notion of inner homogeneity and outer delimitation’ that ‘engenders chauvinism and cultural fundamentalism’.24 However, Welsch’s celebration of the emergence of transcultural forms that pass ‘through classical cultural boundaries’ can be misleading in at least two ways. First, even in nineteenth-century Europe, cultural boundaries were not necessarily drawn along the lines of the (imagined) monolingual, homogenous nation-states, but rather encompassed the shared heritage of the ancient empires of Greece and Rome and a pan-European canon of contemporary literature. On the ground, multilingual communication and creolised dialects prevailed, and the standardised national languages were mostly spoken in official contexts.25 It is worth remembering Gayatri C Spivak’s ambivalent attitude towards the concept of cultural translation, when she argues that in the Indian religious transmissions creolised languages came long before the standardising Sanskrit.26 Similarly, transculturality existed in Europe long before Herder’s time, when the literary canon was already thoroughly hybrid, and continued to absorb newness (Bhabha’s term) or foreign elements (Spivak’s preference).27 In China, too, as is obvious in the works of the artists and writers mentioned above, the ‘transcultural formation of individuals’28 on the micro level was not a new phenomenon. Long before European literature began to serve as a new imaginary horizon of the early twentieth-century modernists in China, the ancient civilisations along the Silk Road had provided similar inspiration for cultural exchange and hybridisation for a much longer period of time, and this was not even the first case of cultural encounters and translations in the region.29

Second, transculturality as the concept of ‘passing through cultural boundaries’, as Welsch puts it, is no guarantee that cultural production will be free from chauvinism, fundamentalism or the violation of human rights. No matter whether we look at the ‘denial of coevalness’ by certain anthropologists who translated what were allegedly primitive cultures at the margins of the Western world into ‘the academic language of western rationality’30 or ponder Spivak’s caveat about the colonial partitioning of peoples and territories in Africa, and hence take the fact of history as ‘larger than personal goodwill’,31 or even confront the ‘brutality’ of translation32 with respect to a culture’s untranslatables: politics (and messiness) are always involved in the process of hybridisation. Politics controls much of a community’s ‘distribution of the sensible’,33 which is another way of saying that social hierarchies are largely culturally constructed and discursively disseminated, as are the stereotypes of gender and ethnic discrimination. Multilingual, hybridised cultural forms can become a powerful tool to subvert the established hierarchy and reorient a society’s norms for the social order. This can best be demonstrated by the transcultural opening of literature and the arts from the Late Qing to the May Fourth Movement of the early Republican years,34 but it remains valid for Cultural Revolution literature, art and propaganda and their afterlife, even though perhaps to a lesser degree.35

It was power struggles among the leaders of the CCP that triggered Mao’s mobilisation of the nation’s educated youth, who had been born and raised in an environment of revolutionary idealism.36 Before their enthusiasm to create a new, utopian society was overwhelmed and finally crushed by the collective violence, idolatry and terror of the Cultural Revolution, the state took over responsibility for the production of revolutionary narratives and cultural forms that would promote Mao’s vision of a communist Chinese modernity and propel social integration. Side by side with the cheap kitsch mass-produced by the propaganda apparatus, the ten years of turmoil spawned a meticulously arranged, standardised fusion of aesthetic styles such as Russian socialist realism, European romanticism and Chinese folk art. Under the supervision of Jiang Qing 江青 (1914–1991) and her team, the nation’s most talented artists were chosen to produce and enact this restricted yet formally accomplished corpus of revolutionary visual and performance culture.37 Growing up as they did with a mission to destroy the old, feudal cultural forms, and mesmerised by the sublime aesthetics of the model operas, the adolescents readily identified with the call to arms against counterrevolutionaries which was propagated by the heroes of revolutionary art, films and literature. Moreover, the era’s huge demand for hand-written propaganda materials served as an excellent artistic training for the next generation of creative workers.

Some of the paintings, novels, films and artefacts associated with the Mao cult preserve at least a whiff of their original iconic status and sacred aura to this day – if only because of the Red Guard generation’s mixed feelings of guilt, shame, nostalgia and disenchantment that caused them to maintain some connection with what Pang, in her analysis of the reproductive logic in this era’s creative output, terms ‘the art of cloning’.38 Certainly, the 1980s’ avant-garde’s critical, nostalgic or ironic approaches thoroughly deconstructed the original pathos while at the same time affording the ‘original clones’ a post-festum affective intensity. Hence, the Cultural Revolution is not ‘merely a memory’.39 Besides being a burden and a legacy, it became a source of inspiration, employed to interrogate contemporary cultural politics as much as one’s own entanglements with the past.40


Transcultural consumerism

When comparing recent Cultural Revolution literary narratives with those dating from the 1980s, it is interesting to see that in the latter, both the world literary framework and the pedagogical call for intertextual comparison and negotiation of differences are positioned more prominently. In Bi Feiyu’s 毕飞宇 (b. 1964) Young ‘Don Quixote’ from Subei,41 the transcultural perspective already figures prominently in the title, so that readers can effortlessly relate to the foreign text while at the same time engaging with the local story. The indicated connection may even be so dominant as to overshadow the differences between narratives with a similar picaresque plot structure hailing from the early twentieth century, its past two decades, and the early post-millennium period. Yet these internal differences reveal much about the new aesthetic paradigms of the post-revolutionary avant-garde and illustrate what could be the guiding parameters of its changed perception of contemporary society. Bi Feiyu employs an adult first-person narrator who tells the stories of his own nomadic childhood in the northern Jiangsu 江苏 countryside – a region with flourishing, now UNESCO-protected landscapes of rice fields and abundant waterways. His parents work as itinerant school teachers, usually being offered shelter in a corner of the deserted village temples that also serve as classrooms. As soon as the boy is old enough to travel with them, his life turns into a continuous, joyful adventure. He explores village festivals and customs; observes the local artisans; goes swimming, sailing, climbing and playing with the village children; and roams the landscape riding a water buffalo, which he imagines to be his knightly steed. Thus, as he dreams of fighting for justice, or conducts scientific experiments with a flash-light that is the only modern gadget his family owns, their poverty and politically determined vulnerability are also noted and recorded. Surprisingly, this state of deprivation is depicted as irrelevant or even, paradoxically, conducive to the boy’s happiness. His unrestrained freedom is shown to be the serendipitous product of the political turmoil of that era. When compared to the equally inhuman – in Lyotard’s sense of the pedagogically unencumbered, pre-social being – yet deeply alienated child narrator in Ge Fei’s earlier quixotic tale of Mr Wu You’s execution, it becomes apparent that this same generation of writers now tend to look at their childhood experiences with a kind of layered sorrow that takes into account both the collective suffering and the exceptional freedom the revolutionary disorder had offered to those among them who were brought up by educated parents. Could it be that, as in Bi Feiyu’s case, China’s new consumer capitalist system – given the intensity of its pressure on the subjects’ private and professional lives, including the children’s oversupply of material items (such as toys) that threaten to impoverish his own child’s imagination (as he comments in the text) – has inspired such a tempered understanding of a past once deemed nothing but brutally de-civilising?

If this were the case, one aspect of contemporary avant-garde transculturality would, surprisingly, amount to a reversal of the 1980s’ judgments on coming-of-age during revolutionary turmoil: a fundamental critique of the by now entirely globalised patterns of elite formation and consumption habits as equally dehumanising as the revolution, if not more so. Interestingly, this key signifier of Bi Feiyu’s critique resonates with intellectual concerns which arose in Europe when an ‘unholy alliance’ between the Spanish government and Cervantes scholars was observed. On the occasion of the 400th anniversary of the famous writer’s death (22 April 1616), the bones of countless dead people were dug up in a search for his mortal remains. In a manner that would most certainly have aroused Don Quixote’s fighting spirit, a mausoleum for Cervantes was added to the cemetery even before his bones could be scientifically identified. Critics wondered why the peace of the dead had to be disturbed in a place that had long been known to shelter his remains. The answer, putting aside the no less morally questionable eagerness of scientists to refine and develop their archaeological methods with regard to sensitive finds, is tourism, in other words, business.42 Re-animating Cervantes’ literary hero Don Quixote, who is no longer seen as a fool and a madman in either case, may help to build a bridge between today’s Spanish and Chinese intellectuals, with respect to their concerns about the decline of moral values under the siege of consumerism, when defending the deceased writer’s post-mortem peace in the former and criticising the excesses of contemporary material culture in the latter.



Counterfeit transculturality

The idea that the politics of global transculturality create complicated, but not necessarily ideologically liberating patchwork identities holds equally true for its second Chinese manifestation, which is perhaps most prominently represented by the shanzhai 山寨 phenomenon. Shanzhai, literally mountain village or bandit products, were originally cheap counterfeit commodities produced by grassroots entrepreneurs for low-budget customers. The gadgets, among them the famous shanzhai iPhones, are not exact copies, but rather look-alikes of expensive brand items with minor differences and little quality control. Yang Fan argues that, beginning with the public disclosure of how the opening song of the 2008 Olympics in Beijing was lip-synched by a young girl chosen for her conformity with mainstream criteria of beauty, the Chinese state fully revealed its own continuing involvement in counterfeit cultural production.43 Hence, the perceived scandal arguably was not so much a clash with Western creative authenticity paradigms (and, implicitly, international copyright issues) as the nation performed for the world, but the disturbing legacy of a state-authored, Cultural Revolution-style cloning of the stage model that reverberates eerily in the age of globalised consumer culture. In a similar vein, Winnie Wong has studied the conditions for commissioned reproduction of works of art (mostly Western). She exposes the intimate connections between the highly profitable art reproduction industry and the state on the one hand, and international conceptual artists who use underpaid painters from South China’s Dafen 大芬 village as their aesthetic subject on the other. On television, audiences were presented with two romances about a (male) genius and his muse, the success of the former being dependent on his transition from an exploited apprentice in the profitable manufacture of reproduced art to star painter, sought after by the world’s most prestigious galleries and art fairs. Meanwhile, Western conceptual artists, in an effort to counteract the industrial exploitation of their skills and restore the artists’ erased creatorship, employed Dafen painters to paint themselves and sign their self-portraits personally. When doing fieldwork in Dafen, Wong learnt that the chosen painters, however, freely recommissioned tasks among their peers and added signatures to works that they had not necessarily painted.44 In this way, the thin veil of Dafen Chineseness – with its practice of faking as a rather peculiar ‘authenticity pass’ – enables the painters’ participation in two normally separated global markets, the one of reproduction for mass consumption and the other of high-end artistic creation. Neither trend resonates easily with the notion of avant-garde, though, and therefore we may ask whether such industrial production allows for the kind of liberating Chinese transcultural identity formation that is conducive to genuine diversity in Welsch’s sense.



Displaced transculturality: street art

If transcultural narratives were only employed by the rather small group of 1980s avant-garde intellectuals to raise doubts about the present by means of invoking the past, and if China’s transcultural artefacts were only produced as global market commodities, then perhaps international audiences could sit back and simply consume the exotic foreign as an entertaining spectacle. This is, however, not the case with a third kind of contemporary Chinese transcultural production, which actively addresses and engages audiences beyond the nation-state. This third manifestation of Chinese transculturality, whose scope moves across geopolitical, aesthetic, ethnic, social and many more boundaries, gradually emerged during the 1990s and went viral after the turn of the millennium. Defying official pressure, its creators – social media, graffiti and street art producers – fold sociopolitical commentary and suppressed historical memory into their works, thus insisting on the liberating, enlightening and politically engaging dimensions of cultural practice. The history of graffiti as an imported Western art concept began during the 1990s in Asia, although the history of inscribing places as a way to create or reclaim public space is much older in China. From the officials serving the First Emperor Qin Shihuang 秦始皇 (259–210 BCE)45 to the reformers of the Republican era, the Empire’s travelling (spiritual) leaders and erudites, among them monks and literati, used to carve poems, sutras and other texts on stone stelae and mountain rocks, thus enhancing the cultural meaning of the place. In Mao’s revolutionary China, big-character posters were used as propaganda tools so as to mobilise people for political campaigns. Some graffiti artists avant la lettre, such as Hong Kong’s Tsang Tsou Choi 曾灶財 (1921–2007), better known as Kowloon King 九龍皇帝, wrote on public buildings and objects long before their art was recognised as such. Treating their texts as vandalism, the British authorities and the majority of Hongkongers would at first not tolerate them. This changed rapidly during the 1990s when Tsang was discovered and celebrated by the global art scene, which resulted in high prices for his inscribed objects and orders from the government to conserve some of his public calligraphy.46

On the other hand, the government of post-millennial mainland China adopted graffiti art early on as a highly welcome propaganda and branding medium. Selected places and buildings in cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing and Guangzhou were dedicated to this branch of public space design and decorated by invited graffiti artists, mostly students from art academies. Political commentary is not allowed, though, and is quickly removed if it ever appears. To a certain extent, this idiosyncrasy results from the 1989 Tiananmen student demonstrations, when street art accompanied the protesters’ demands for political reforms. Up until today, any reference to the incident is taboo, and the archives are not accessible to researchers. When Louisa Lim, on the occasion of its twenty-fifth anniversary, conducted her transgenerational interviews with the parents of Tiananmen victims, eye-witnesses and students born after 1989, she revealed that a majority of the younger generation is no longer aware of the date and its historical significance. As well as the violence involved in the military termination of the protests and the courage and determination of some survivors to resist the government’s efforts to silence them, Lim also addresses its annual commemoration in Hong Kong. Despite the fact that the few remaining activists who still demand an official acknowledgement of the Tiananmen victims are put under pressure in mainland China, she points out, they are highly esteemed and part of the related activities in Hong Kong.47 Resonating with Lim’s oral history, Pan Lu throughout her book Aestheticizing Public Space offers an underground history of Tiananmen allusions that occasionally pop up in Hong Kong, where they are quickly silenced, too.48 Not only did the June Fourth demonstrations inspire the internationally applauded Lennon Wall and other, less transculturally accessible graffiti writings during the 2014 Occupy Central movement; already in April 2011, upon his incarceration in Beijing, stencilled portraits of international star artist and dissident Ai Weiwei49 appeared in several places in Hong Kong, accompanied by graffiti complaining that ‘Weiwei is not home yet’ (Weiwei wei hui jia 未未未回家).50

The ‘twisted carnival’51 of state-supported graffiti in China versus subversive political commentary graffiti in Hong Kong implies a transcultural mandate related to migrated, or we might even say exiled, histories such as Tiananmen. Having learned from Homi Bhabha that (cultural) translation is the ‘process and condition of human migrancy’,52 the time may now have arrived when historical memories should also be accorded this status. Seen in this light, Hong Kong’s transcultural commemoration of Tiananmen fulfils a role that chimes in with Salman Rushdie’s formula for ghosts as the ‘unfinished business’ of histories, but upends his fictional protagonist Mr Whisky Sisodia’s remark that the English don’t know their history because it largely happened elsewhere, namely overseas.53 In our case, the mainland Chinese people don’t know their history despite the fact that it happened not long ago, and right in the nation’s symbolic centre. The annual vigil in Hong Kong, as well as the street art messages protesting about Ai Weiwei’s incarceration – and also addressing the destruction of his newly built Shanghai studio preceding his arrest in 2011, and the August 2018 demolition of his Zuoyou 左右 studio in Beijing – proclaim resistance against the national politics of amnesia. Besides the local anxieties concerning Beijing’s post-handover attitude, the city’s long-term colonial extraterritoriality seems to have nurtured in its citizens a particular empathy with respect to exiles, be it people or histories. Their street art provides a transcultural narrative and thus invites Western audiences’ active participation in the commemoration of a dark chapter in China’s globalising history.

Within China, the silence is not complete, either. Even though blogger creativity is stifled wherever internet censorship authorities believe it touches on political satire, and Tiananmen cannot easily be discussed in public, ironic comments on social developments nevertheless keep surfacing. Recently a post on the internet platform Douban 豆瓣 distributed a pseudo-official proclamation, carefully designed in the format of an official announcement, and bearing two red stamps (Figure 1.1). It read:


[image: A post written and signed in 2018 talks about demolishment of Magpie Bridge. There are two signatures that are stamped.]
Figure 1.1 ‘Urgent Announcement’. Uploaded anonymously on Douban on 15 August 2018, removed on 16 August 2018. Originally available at https://www.douban.com/group/topic/122329646/, accessed 15 August 2018.



Urgent Announcement

We hereby inform you that Magpie Bridge has been demolished, due to its having been constructed illegally! Because of environmental problems, the Weaving Maid’s textile mill has also been closed. The Cowherd’s cowshed has likewise been torn down for having no environmental assessment report or formal land transfer document. The Cowherd and the Weaving Maid are now worrying about how to make a living. For these reasons, this year’s Double Seventh Festival has been cancelled.

Please settle down and go to work!

Special announcement!

[Stamp] Office of Fuss and Bother

[Stamp] Approved by the Office of Fuss and Bother

Sixth Day of the Seventh Lunar Month, 2018.54



The folktale of the Cowherd and the Weaving Maid is about two stars which face each other on opposite sides of the Milky Way, namely Altair and Vega. According to the story, the Cowherd tricked the immortal Weaving Maid into marrying him, with the help of his semi-divine ox. When their union was discovered, they were punished by being separated. However, a flock of magpies builds a bridge across the Milky Way for them to meet once a year on the seventh day of the seventh month of the lunar calendar. The announcement thus connects the ancient story with contemporary environmental policies and, in its symbolism and usage of ambiguous wording, hints at several other social concerns. Moreover, the Cowherd’s demolished home is referred to as a cowshed (niupeng 牛棚), which was the term used for the prison cells of intellectuals persecuted during the Cultural Revolution. The spoof thus testifies to several remarkable facts about China’s digital youth culture: it is witty, it does not shy away from critical social commentary, and it freely draws from a transcultural memory that occasionally passes through the nation’s oral and suppressed histories. 




Conclusion

As has been discussed, Welsch defines transculturality as constituted by cultural forms that, insofar as they traverse cultures, can support an open-minded attitude towards foreigners and engender or support diversity within nation-states. Although certainly a valid claim, this elitist definition does not take into account the commercialisation of mainstream culture/s and the precarious transcultural practice of anti-hegemonic protest subcultures. Many examples from China and elsewhere betray a logic of transculturality that runs counter to Welsch’s expectations. For instance, when a black competitor from Shanghai who took part in the Oriental Angel talent show is mobbed by racist netizens, or when audiences continue the colonial legacy by distinguishing between allegedly simple and picturesque cultural forms of minorities deemed backwards and the prestigious elite forms of the global North, or when the Chinese state, in some widely distributed TV romances, hails its fake art industry as a spiritual and economic breeding ground for future star artists. Any future-oriented poetics of transculturality must take such frontiers seriously and open up new spaces that do not forsake the normative function of cultures.

To counter capitalism’s unworlding of regions and cultures by incorporating them into the global system as peripheral zones of development and/or humanitarian business opportunities, a distinction between world and globe should be made.55 Worlding in the phenomenological sense, meaning the ways humans relate to, interact with, and construct their worlds, implies experimenting with different policies for the future that leave more room for local solutions than global capitalism has tolerated so far. However, to imagine other worlds, and to help them come into being, also requires broad participation across class, gender, ethnic and geopolitical borders.

To conclude, there remains a subtle question mark over the transcultural dissemination of ‘non-synchronicities’ (Ernst Bloch) from the 2015 BNU conference participants’ concept of China’s literary avant-garde. Peking University professor Chen Xiaoming 陈晓明 (b. 1959) offered this explanation:


Only in China is this topic of the avant-garde such a singular theme. Many foreign friends who do research on China are attending this conference, and they are very surprised that in the twenty-first century we are still discussing the avant-garde. Because the avant-garde was a modernist phenomenon, it constituted a radically antimodernist faction within modernism. Indeed, the avant-garde school developed their radical characteristics from within modernism. To belong to the avant-garde meant resistance, alienation, concealment, death. For us, [however,] the avant-garde is a spirit, a banner. It is our spiritual quest to ensure the enduring vitality of Chinese literature, to go on creating, breaking free, and looking to the future. No matter what, it must evolve from within reality.56



Maybe it is misleading to continue to speak in terms of avant-garde creation when it comes to the contemporary works of the 1980s writers and artists, or even those of younger generations. However, it can safely be argued that their international success guaranteed subsequent generations of cultural producers much more freedom to subvert, criticise and create new social realities than has been available throughout China’s previous phases of modernisation. Contrariwise, if we look at the now widely acclaimed 1980s authors such as Bi Feiyu or Ge Fei in terms of their established position in the contemporary cultural sphere only, the critical edge of their recent coming-of-age stories is blunted. As Bi Feiyu stated, creativity cannot be cultivated, but favourable environments are nevertheless required for creativity to sprout and flourish. Worries about the suffocation of these environments under the existential condition of globalised mass consumption, the suppression of local historical memories, and the threat of the rising digital surveillance state to weaken civil society must be taken seriously – no matter whether these are articulated avant-garde concerns, ephemeral street art commentaries, or the secret worries, hopes and desires of ordinary citizens.
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The visual representation of social conditions is a problem that cannot be tackled casually; it demands carefully elaborated methods, since here we are not dealing with a simple, more or less schematic depiction but with a visual representation of large quantities of things and the relations between them.1



In the brief period of social democratic optimism that flourished in Vienna between the two world wars, the Austrian polymath Otto Neurath devised a vocabulary of visual signs known as the International System of Typographic Picture Education (ISOTYPE) with the aim of making social and scientific information transparent to all. As a logical positivist and prominent member of the Vienna Circle, Neurath was of the view that words are more slippery, emotionally charged and duplicitous than images, which, in contrast, are capable of ‘capturing the world more immediately’, thereby bridging the gulf of understanding between people of different socio-economic backgrounds and cultures. Thus, his oft-quoted maxim, ‘words divide, images connect’.2

It is clear that the ISOTYPE was visionary, anticipating the communicative immediacy of the icons, glyphs and infographics that saturate today’s user-friendly, interface culture in the wake of the digital revolution. Given Neurath’s own socialist leanings, however, it is ironic that the most ubiquitous manifestations of his sign system today can be best seen in the anodyne, transitory spaces of circulation, consumerism and mass communication that the French anthropologist Marc Augé famously called ‘non-places’.3 These are the hollow atria of supermarkets, airports, highways and hotels that hold us in a state of suspension, at once familiar yet drained of personal significance; embodying the paradoxical unhomeliness of our hyper-connected ‘global village’. In this, the system of visual literacy that Neurath so optimistically championed as a means of facilitating communication between different people appears to have merely enabled what Augé referred to as the ‘linguistic enfeeblement’ of life in consumer culture: language reduced to the homogenously banal slogans and insignias of corporate branding, advertising, way-finding signs and designer logos that pattern our experience of ‘supermodernity’ like so much wallpaper.4

It was incidentally after passing through an airport – the quintessential ‘non-place’ – that the renowned Chinese artist Xu Bing first derived the inspiration for his ongoing multi-medial project, Dishu 地书 (Book from the Ground, 2003–present). While waiting for his flight to depart, Xu was struck by the instructions on his airline safety card, whose straightforward illustrations allowed for ‘the least amount of words to explain important and complex situations’.5 The communicative efficiency of these visual-verbal signs prompted the artist to embark on a study of the possibilities of a purely pictographic language. After more than ten years of research, Xu and his team of assistants were able to create a veritable encyclopaedia of icons that culminated in a 112-page ‘graphic novel’ published by the MIT Press. Book from the Ground: From Point to Point (2014) is written entirely in the international vernacular of icons, symbols, logos and emoji predominantly sourced from the internet. Of the work, Xu stated, ‘regardless of your cultural background or mother tongue, you should be able to read this book as long as you have experience of the modern world. The educated and illiterate can equally enjoy the pleasures of reading’.6

Yet, in spite of Xu’s claim that anyone – regardless of their background and education – can read Book from the Ground, the artist’s own interest in visual over verbal forms of expression has a longer provenance and one that is by his own admission, culturally specific. Xu’s ‘particular sensitivity to “sign language”’, as he put it, stems from the fact that he is ‘bound to the picturesque tradition of the Chinese language’ and has become accustomed to ‘image-reading in this culture’.7 With this, Xu forges a link between the contemporary icons that saturate today’s ever-expanding media scape and the venerable tradition of Chinese writing, whose origins have been traced back to the first millennium BCE. Curious though this might initially seem, Xu was by no means the first to make such a connection.

As Christopher Bush has argued, the myth of the Chinese written sign as somehow more direct and immediate in its communicative potential than the alphabet has long been a cipher for the ‘interconnectedness of modernism’s ethnographic, linguistic and technological imaginaries’.8 Certainly, media theorists in the West have continually looked to the particular form of the Chinese written language as the model for a new media literacy.9 In the words of Marshall McLuhan who amongst other things famously coined the term ‘global village’, the alphabet ‘breaks apart sight and sound and meaning’, whereas the Chinese written sign ‘is a complex gestalt involving all the senses at once’.10 Neurath too had cited the visual properties of Chinese writing as one of the models for his ISOTYPEs, and his fascination for all things Chinese was well-documented.11 In a rather sweeping generalisation, he wrote in his International Picture Language: The First Rules of Isotype (1936) that ‘in the Far East we see one language for writing, but a great number of languages for talking’.12 Hence, ‘words divide, images connect’.

The apocryphal notion that Chinese script is ideographic – that each character stands for the idea of a word and thus has the capacity to ‘convey their messages directly to our minds, thus bypassing the restrictive intermediary of speech’, has often been considered one of the most enduring examples of orientalism;13 giving rise to the stereotypical framing of the Chinese language (and China in general) as the absolute other to Western logocentricism (and the West in general).14

Within China itself, the challenges of unifying a vast and diverse country through the manipulation, standardisation and simplification of both written and spoken Chinese has been a particular point of contention in the ruling elite’s efforts to maintain political authority and national cohesion. This is particularly evident when considering what Andrea Bachner referred to as ‘the vicissitudes of language reforms in China’s age of modernisation’.15 In the first decades of the twentieth century, reformers like Chen Duxiu 陈独秀 (1879–1942), Hu Shi 胡适 (1891–1962) and Lu Xun who looked to the West as a model for China’s modernisation, not only advocated a turn towards vernacular writing and plain speaking as a means of overthrowing the mandarin elitism of classical Chinese but also envisioned a future in which Chinese characters could be replaced by the alphabet. During the Cultural Revolution, the complexity of the Chinese written character was seen as an impediment to the education of the masses, and a campaign to simplify the script was implemented.16 In the 1980s, the drive to alphabetise the Chinese language was reinvigorated by debates centred on new technology and the incompatibility of Chinese text and keyboard-based graphical interfaces in an increasingly computerised and globalised world.17 Arguably, no other living artist has captured the ambivalent vicissitudes centred on the Chinese language as powerfully as Xu Bing – which makes the techno-triumphalism of his earlier comments on the transparent legibility of Book from the Ground all the more surprising.

Book from the Ground is often seen as a counterpart to the artist’s earlier magnum opus, the magnificent Tianshu 天书 (Book from the Sky, 1987–1991) – quite possibly the most iconic work in the canon of contemporary Chinese art. At the very least, few other works of art by a living Chinese artist have been the subject of as much Chinese as well as Anglophone scholarship and admiration. Book from the Sky is comprised of 4,000 invented Chinese characters that the artist laboriously hand-carved into woodblocks and printed as moveable type onto rice-paper scrolls and books over a period of four years. That these marks were initially convincing as ‘Chinese writing’ was largely due to the fact that each ‘character’ was made up of existing or slightly altered Chinese radicals and executed in the Songti 宋体 style – one of the most widely used, depersonalised and standardised of Chinese fonts commonly used in official documents that thus ‘demands seriousness’.18 In other words, Xu’s delicate, pseudo-linguistic visual-verbal assemblages ‘looked like’ and ‘stood for’ Chinese writing but were actually devoid of semantic content; collapsing the distinction between mark and meaning, words and images.

Xu’s violation of the Chinese language here was not only a critique of the ideological contradictions of post-Reform China – the mixed messages of ‘market socialism’ – but also signalled a deep-rooted anxiety centred on language itself, shared by those who lived through the all-encompassing politicisation of language during the Cultural Revolution. Comparing his two books, Xu remarked, ‘through Book from the Sky, I expressed my shame of the then current state of the Chinese language, while with Book from the Ground, I try to pursue the dream that all humans can communicate freely without difficulty’.19

Yet, if Book from the Sky can be regarded as an iconoclastic attack on national, political and cultural ideology through its subversion of orthographic conventions and its assault on semiotic integrity, it is also worth reading between the lines, so to speak, of what is meant to be an ‘open book’; to examine Book from the Ground on the level of medium as well as message, form as well as content. That is, to consider the extent to which Book from the Ground might function as a kind of way-finding sign itself – one that points to wider ideological shifts in the making and masking of meaning in Chinese political discourse as it moved from the stilted rhetoric of the Revolution towards a universalising rhetoric of pragmatism, globalism and ‘harmonisation’.20

On the surface, the two works could not be more different in terms of medium, materiality and process. Nevertheless, they share a certain egalitarianism. As Xu put it, ‘they both strive to treat the reader equally. Whereas Book from the Sky was a book that no one could read, Book from the Ground is a book that “virtually” everyone can read’.21 In this chapter, I argue that the two works also share a common anxiety pertaining to the impoverishment of language in the Chinese public sphere, thus providing a lens through which we might re-examine the politics of language, as well as the language of politics, in China under different historical and ideological contexts.

As numerous critics have observed and the artist himself has openly acknowledged, Xu’s preoccupation with forms of language was significantly influenced by his difficult experience of growing up during the Cultural Revolution as the son of a ‘bourgeois intellectual’.22 At the height of the Revolution, a formulaic vocabulary of political jargon, ideological clichés, slogans and ‘Big Character Posters’ (dazibao 大字报) completely dominated all forms of public life. The Chinese script itself was subject to structural simplification, which was a continual source of pedagogic confusion and frustration.23 HC Chuang has gone so far as to state that the Cultural Revolution was above all a ‘virulent semantic campaign’ that introduced ‘a plethora of shibboleths and slogans with such determination and concentration’ that ‘bordered on verbomania or graphomania’.24 Barbara Mittler, in her monumental study of the Cultural Revolution as ‘lived experience’, further emphasised the harsh disciplinary dimension of the misuse of language as well as the violation of ‘sacred’ images in this period:


for most of the Chinese populace, linguistic (self) censorship was crucial to survival in a volatile situation in which one could be sentenced to death for unintentionally misspelling a quotation by Mao or for burning a newspaper with his image.25



Any account of the revolution, therefore, Mittler asserted, must take into consideration the ‘frenzied atmosphere’ in which Maoist discourse – or ‘MaoSpeak’ as she calls it – came to saturate the visual and verbal landscape of Revolutionary China.

Indeed, the stilted language of the Cultural Revolution not only oppressed those who had no alternative but to speak it and write it. Even a figure often referred to as one of the world’s greatest semioticians, Roland Barthes struggled to look past its impenetrable rhetoric. Barthes visited China in 1974 along with fellow luminaries of the Parisian avant-garde Tel Quel journal, whose contributors included Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva and other thinkers later associated with post-structuralism who had at one point in time or another been enthralled by the poetic fantasy of the ideographic myth.26 At the height of its Maoist phase, a few members of the group including Barthes went to China in order to witness the Cultural Revolution first hand.

Barthes however was disappointed by the experience. He had gone to China hoping to discover, as he had in Japan, an ‘empire of signs’ characterised by subtlety, nuance and poetry. Yet at every stage of their rigorously scheduled journey through factories, hospitals, print works and cultural sites, Barthes ran up against the same ‘Great Walls of discourse’,27 built up of stereotypical, phraseological units of MaoSpeak. At the end of his relatively short journey, Barthes lamented, ‘it is obvious that the purest production of the regime is a formidable rhetoric: leaving language without gaps, without second thoughts’.28 The language of the Revolution was a closed book; foreclosing the pleasures of the signifier and the pleasures of text. As Hannah Arendt wrote, the impoverishment of language under totalitarian regimes also diminishes the social subject’s ability to think from another’s point of view and to speak out against cruelty and injustice. As was made apparent by the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann’s repertoire of ‘clichés, stock phrases, adherence to standardised codes of expression’ at his trial, the banality of language under such conditions no doubt also becomes one of the hallmarks of the ‘banality of evil’.29

In an article entitled ‘The politics of inscription in modern Chinese art’ (2017), the eminent art historian Craig Clunas chronicled the vicissitudes of text-image reciprocity in Chinese art of the short twentieth century; looking specifically at how the interplay of text and image in this period reveals the ways in which artists sought to deal with the problem of producing work that could be seen as both ‘modern’ and yet still ‘Chinese’ amidst the flux of shifting nationalistic agendas.30 In the Republican era, artists faced the issue of ‘how best to write on the picture’, seen most poignantly in the example of artists signing a double signature on their paintings in both Chinese characters and the Latin alphabet as an indexical as well as a lexical marker of identity. Art in the Maoist era, on the other hand, was extraordinarily verbose; the ubiquitous presence of embedded text (or meta-text) in propaganda images – ‘writing in the picture’ – might be seen as the repeated attempt to repress trauma while attesting to the Party’s mistrust of images alone to unambiguously convey Revolutionary imperatives. Clunas concludes the article by citing the example of writing ‘behind’ the picture, referring to the Wuming huahui 无名画会 (No Name Group) painter Zhao Wenliang’s 赵文量 (1937–2019) Ba yue shiba ri 八月十八日 (18 August, 1966). Despite its diminutive size and bland neo-impressionistic technique, it is argued that the work is a powerful example of how the relationship between words and images, (traditional) ‘Chinese’ or (Western) ‘modern’, might more productively be seen as two sides of the same coin, or rather, picture surface.31

In the wake of the total politicisation of language during the Cultural Revolution, it is easy to see why Xu’s Book from the Sky was regarded as such a radical and provocative artwork. With its technical finesse and traditional process of making, it seemed to restore language to its formal complexity and material thickness on the one hand; but on the other hand, by simultaneously emptying language of its ostensible meaning, it forces the reader to participate in the act of decoding and deconstruction. We are made to search for meaning, nuance and subtlety beyond semantics. The subversive power of the work lies in what is not expressly said, or rather, the fact that absolutely nothing is said. Xu’s Book from the Sky might thus be regarded as a postmodern rejoinder to the chronicle of text-image reciprocity in Chinese art of the twentieth century – that is, writing as picture.

Indeed, it was the work’s intractable meaninglessness that provoked the ire of art critics and the public alike when it was first displayed in the China Art Gallery in 1988, ‘draped across the ceiling in giddily flowing reams’ as Smith described it. It was read ‘as a reminder to Chinese officials and the general audience … of their limited levels of education, for all initially perceived Xu Bing’s text to be real’.32 Despite the fact that it was on the surface at least an opulent display of Chinese culture and tradition, the work was seen to exemplify the Chinese avant-garde’s appropriation of Western artistic concepts and practices in its conceptual conceit. A scathing review published in the Wenyi bao 文艺报 (Cultural News) criticised Xu’s efforts in creating such a visually arresting yet utterly meaningless script, calling him a ‘ghost pounding the wall’ – a metaphor that encapsulated ‘Chinese academia’s attitude towards Western modernism’.33

Ironically, its reception in the West was quite the opposite. When it was first shown at the Elvehjem Museum in the United States in 1991, less than a year after Xu moved to America, the work was immediately celebrated as a paradigmatic example of contemporary Chinese art in the post-Tiananmen, post-Cold War period. For Western audiences unfamiliar with written Chinese, the mere appearance of what on the surface looks like Chinese writing was convincing and authentic enough. Book from the Sky thus ironically played to the stereotype of the ideographic myth – of language reduced to what Rey Chow scathingly called ‘silent little pictures’;34 framed as the absolute Other to the West. Crucially, however, Xu’s characters were also read as being quietly subversive. As the critic Britta Erickson put it in the catalogue essay, Xu


subverts language itself, thereby undermining the value of culture; and he may be interpreted as making an audaciously subversive political statement, implying that all pronouncements of the Chinese government, except for the unforthcoming call for a changeover to democracy, are totally devoid of meaning.35



Perhaps, as the Chinese art historian Jerome Silbergeld argued, one of the most interesting aspects of Book from the Sky is how it ‘unites audiences, everywhere, in a kind of egalitarianism of induced illiteracy’ by simply overwhelming the viewer with the look and power of the Chinese script;36 the cultural assumptions and political authority it evokes.

To refer to the perceived cleavage between spoken and written forms of language in China once more, it is interesting to note, as many scholars have done, that few ever actually heard Mao speak, despite the fact that MaoSpeak was quite literally seen everywhere. Yet, his ‘silence added further to his mystery and aloofness and the power of canonised “MaoSpeak”’,37 allowing him to become, as Daniel Leese argued, ‘the supreme but empty symbol of the movement upon whom everyone could (and would, as the European student movements in the 1960s have shown) project his own ideals and wishes’.38 While we might think of Book from the Sky as a tabula rasa upon which the spectator projects their worldview, the very act of looking entangles the spectator in the act of cryptography – that is, the study of codes, or the art of writing and solving them – which is also an apt metaphor for the ekphrasis of art history itself.39

However, while the Book from the Sky violated and disrupted established conventions – linguistic, cultural, artistic, political and otherwise – in spite of appearing to be conventional in its guise of Chinese script, Book from the Ground is technically utterly conventional, in both its form and content. Its ‘universal legibility’ is ballasted on our habituated ability to identify the signs that allow us to navigate today’s globalised networks, whose paths extend across virtual and actual space, street and screen, real and imagined communities alike. As such, the artist and his team of researchers had selected the symbols based on their ubiquity and utility; their ‘user-friendliness’ as well as their enhanced iconicity. In other words, the signs that appear in Book from the Ground require a minimal amount of interpretation on the part of the viewer to decode them. Our comprehension precisely relies on our cultural and social knowledge of conventions more so than any correlation between signifier and signified. Consequently, in what might well be a literal manifestation of Marshall McLuhan’s famous maxim ‘the medium is the message’, the narrative content of From Point to Point is also utterly conventional, if not altogether banal.

The book depicts twenty-four hours in the life of one Mr Black, a twenty-eight-year-old white collar worker. At 7 am, he wakes up, goes to the bathroom, checks his social media accounts, and decides what to wear and eat and which mode of transport to take to the office. He sits at his desk and chats up a woman online – a certain Miss Blue – whom he later goes on a date with. We accompany Mr Black on his misadventures through the city, through shopping malls, fast-food restaurants and bars. The narrative is punctuated throughout by pop culture references, brand logos and intrusive news reports of global calamity. The final hour of the narrative dips into the protagonist’s sexualised dream world, before his alarm clock goes off once again, signalling the beginning of yet another day in an utterly unremarkable existence.

The chief protagonist is presented as a one-dimensional stereotype of the average technology-obsessed, urban consumer; a twenty-first-century everyman whom most of us would be able to identify with – just as we can so easily identify the multinational brands, company logos and user-friendly icons that unfold sequentially on the page. The narrative, too, unfolds in what Jonathan Crary has called the ‘illuminated 24/7 world’ that is the plural consequence of neo-liberal globalisation and processes of modernisation. That is, the ‘final capitalist mirage of post-history, of an exorcism of the otherness that is the motor of historical change’.40 In a passage reminiscent of Guy Debord’s characterisation of time in his Society of the Spectacle,41 Crary views the phantasmagoria of today’s non-stop circuit of digital exchange, image and information saturation as one that ‘connotes an arbitrary, uninflected schema … extracted from any unfolding of variegated or cumulative experience’, resulting in ‘a generalised inscription of human life into duration without breaks, defined by a principle of continuous functioning … that disavows … the rhythmic and periodic textures of human life’.42

Similarly, the viewer doesn’t so much ‘read’ Book from the Ground as simply cast an eye over the colourful panoply of signs that flit across its surface. We might initially marvel at our ability to process this information – to ‘connect the dots’ quite literally and figuratively between one familiar icon and the next, but once the novelty of the game wears off, we soon become aware of how its generic plot reads like an instructional manual; how it relies on a fixed body of emoji to convey the protagonist’s various moods and responses to the things he encounters. There is a typographic puppetry in all this. One might even view Book from the Ground as a whole as a case study in Augé’s ‘linguistic enfeeblement’, in which language is reduced to a hollow play of empty signifiers in the commercial circuits of supermodernity; vitiated of its material thickness and textures; its cadence, idiosyncrasies and idiolects; stripped of its cultural, historical and national inflections in the hollow non-time of spectacle and simulacra.

On a superficial level then, if we consider Book from the Sky and Book from the Ground as ‘bookends’ that encapsulate changes to the socio-linguistic and political architecture of China from the post-Reform era to the present day, we might read the latter as a reflection of China’s increasing materialism and pragmatism – the clichéd tale of a blank subject motivated solely by consumer values, in dogged pursuit of the ‘Chinese Dream’. The Chinese Dream is of course the most recent of the Chinese Communist Party’s political slogans that have been widely promoted across official media channels both within China and without. Indeed, in a now well-known statement from 2013, as reported in an article on the online version of China Daily, Xi Jinping exhorted that the Chinese youth should ‘dare to dream, work assiduously to fulfil their dreams and contribute to the revitalization of the nation’.43

Perhaps then, we might view the narrative of Book from the Ground, with its neat alignment of contemporary icons as the codified doxa of the New China. As numerous critics have noted, the language of Chinese politics itself has changed significantly since the period of High Maoism. The political ideograms of the 1980s, 1990s and the present day have shifted from dictates of cultural destruction to economic construction; from radical confrontation driven by class struggle to homilies of stability, harmony and equality. Geremie Barmé calls this ‘New China Newspeak’ (Xinhua wenti 新华文体), an


accumulation of written and spoken styles of Chinese [that reflects] both an impoverishment as well as an elaboration of Chinese as a communicative tool … covering a wide range of prose and spoken forms of modern Chinese that have evolved and been consciously developed as the result of profound linguistic changes and experiments that date back to the late-Qing period, all of which are intimately connected with politics, ideas and the projection of power.44



Another slogan of the regime, ‘harmonious society’, first uttered by the then President Hu Jintao 胡锦涛 (b. 1942) in 2002 in a bid to promote social stability, has been repurposed by China’s netizens to critique and subvert the Chinese state’s ‘censorship and sanitisation’ of language. As Wang, Juffermans and Du wrote in an article entitled ‘Harmony as language policy in China: An internet perspective’ (2016), words like ‘harmony’ have come to stand as a euphemism for censorship, and puns around the ‘acoustic image’ of ‘harmony’ (hexie 和谐) and other censored words result in the ‘circulation and bricolage of myths and songs’ that centre on seemingly unconnected visual images – in this case, the unlikely image of a river crab. The latter in spoken Chinese is also pronounced hexie (albeit with a different tonal inflection), and thus stands as a ‘placeholder of dissent’ in the Chinese online imaginary.45 Indeed, as Margaret Hillenbrand has pointed out in her 2017 study of the ‘Tank Man’ meme, concatenated images of dissent are much more difficult to censor than images, as sensitive keywords like ‘Tiananmen’ are more easily stymied by censorious algorithms than encrypted images.46 Rather than moving towards a pictorial or graphic simplicity and legibility, the subversive image-texts circulating online have become ever more encrypted, and coded, constituting a ‘secret language’ of sorts.

In this, one is reminded of Clunas’s observation that the sheer proliferation of ‘meta-texts’47 in Cultural Revolutionary propaganda – writing in pictures – reflected the


anxiety felt within the Party about the potential risks of messages conveyed by images alone, however many times those images were reproduced … it is easier for the state to prescribe verbal formulae than it is to prescribe in advance how pictures will look (as opposed to proscribing them after their creation if they fell short of the desired effect).48



This begs the question of whether a text comprised entirely of images – writing as pictures – in what is ironically its most literal manifestation might possibly also reveal something of the ambivalent relationship between words and images in today’s globalised and hyper-connected world. As Neurath put it, words divide, images connect.

It would be disingenuous I think to suggest that Book from the Ground simply reflects the rhetoric of the state, and I am certainly not suggesting that the artist is some kind of crypto-nationalist, complicit in the promotion of the ‘harmonious society’ or the ‘China Dream’. Instead, it is worth concluding this chapter by considering the extent to which Book from the Ground, a work comprising seemingly banal, universal icons, might like its predecessor, be encoded with an iconoclastic subtext and one that somehow reflects grassroots forms of online resistance. Rather than the impoverishment of language in the work being an indication of the ‘banality of evil’, the book might more productively be seen as part of an emerging genre of grassroots practices known as e’gao 恶搞 or evil work – defined as a popular subculture on the Chinese internet that is characterised by humour, revelry, subversion, grassroots spontaneity and the defiance of authority.49 To add to this, it might be worth considering the degree to which the banal protagonist of Book from the Ground might – inadvertently or not – conjure the image of a particularly Chinese character.

With his dead-end job, consumerist desires and failed attempts at finding love and satisfaction in the big city, Mr Black is quintessentially, what’s popularly referred to as a diaosi 屌丝: a vulgar term for a ‘loser’ – a person of low social standing, stuck in a mundane nine-to-five job, addicted to the internet, with no money, no looks, no girlfriend and as it would seem, no future.50 The term has been reclaimed by Chinese youth as a badge of honour, a self-mocking moniker used to reassert a sense of collective identity as a cipher of resistance against the state. While some have dismissed the diaosi phenomenon as a vulgar caricature generated by China’s disaffected youth, others have analysed it as a manifestation of the disillusionment of a new generation of Chinese citizens, frustrated by the lack of possibilities for upward socio-mobility in China, despite its promises of riches and glory.

Perhaps, therefore, From Point to Point could be considered a ‘national ­allegory’ – a work of satire, or parody – much like a twenty-first century ‘A Q zhengzhuan’ 阿Q正传 (‘True Story of Ah-Q’, 1922) by Lu Xun, the father of modern Chinese literature, who was, of course, an advocate of the turn towards vernacular Chinese (baihua 百花) after the May Fourth Movement of 1919. ‘True Story of Ah-Q’ was also the first Chinese work of fiction to have a singular Roman alphabet in its title, testament to Lu Xun’s belief that the alphabetisation of the Chinese script was a necessary step in China’s path towards modernisation. Although Lu Xun’s protagonist was intended as a caricature and critique of the very weaknesses of the Chinese national character at the beginning of the twentieth century, he has been appropriated by twenty-first-century netizens as an early representative of the diaosi character, ironically embraced by today’s new generation of online Chinese citizens.

In this vein, despite the apparent ‘universal legibility’ of the Book from the Ground – on the denotative level of the icons employed, the narrative opens itself to connotative readings; possibly harbouring within its banal code an encrypted subtext that is culturally specific, socially engaged and in dialogue with new forms of underground resistance to the overarching rhetoric of the state. We might thus think of Xu’s project as a form of what Barthes called ‘subtle subversion’ – that which is ‘not directly concerned with destruction’, but ‘evades the paradigm’ of binary distinctions between words and pictures, speech and writing; a ‘third term’ that is ‘not synthesizing, but rather eccentric, and extraordinary’.51
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3 How people collect contemporary artMy typology of collecting styles
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In most encounters with the rapidly expanding Asian art communities, one question keeps resurfacing in almost every conversation: How can a newcomer collect intelligently while facing a seemingly infinite rate of art production all across the globe?

The softer the science – and this is a science – the more advisable it is to open the subject with an enlightening quote from an authority in the field: ‘The true collector is an artist, squared. He chooses paintings and hangs them on the wall. In other words, he paints himself a collection’ (Marcel Duchamp). Is that so?

In contrast with what Duchamp’s name is commonly associated with, this article does not attempt to limit or de-limit what art and artist may mean. It also does not analyse whether the roots of collecting may be phylogenetic, whether they originate in human instinct, in greed, in a gaping void, in a desire for refinement and self-cultivation, in the brain stem or from emissions of endorphins. Such subjects are left to psychoanalysts, art historians, neuroscientists and others. This chapter simply uses the term ‘collecting’ to denote accumulating things with a logic, so as to create meaning beyond what the single collection item does contain in itself. I define a simple typology of collecting, drawn from comparative viewings of numerous collections, publicly or privately owned, lavishly displayed or neglected, accessible to everyone or presented in secrecy – located all over the planet.


The ‘I like art’ accumulating style

The ‘I like art’ accumulating style is the most common type practised among holders of artworks. It is in fact a mere accumulation of artworks kept together by a specific liking, or possibly taste, of a buyer, at least present at the time of acquisition. As a style, it is normal and legitimate. Anyone buying art enters this stage, starting with an empty wall and some money in the pocket. This is the first stage, namely to buy simply what one likes; it is an approach contained in one’s self rather than a coherent concept. Most buyers remain there, although some with very large accumulations.



The ‘Investor’ collecting style

This is self-explanatory, its purpose being clearly Return on Investment. This does not imply a value judgement – all collecting is equally legitimate. This style requires specific market expertise and is usually undertaken with the help of consultants, collecting often by ear rather than by eye. Investor collecting strategies emulate sophisticated patterns known in the financial industry: High risk ‘Venture’ with very young artists or ‘Early Stage’ emerging artists, investment in mature artists with liquid market, big-ticket masterpieces considered safe, and combinations thereof may form a portfolio.



The ‘Status’ collecting style

The ‘Status’ collecting is the type that as of now has begun to proliferate worldwide. It gathers the must-haves from the global mainstream formed by the 100 or so artists who appear everywhere, whose names are listed in all the auction catalogues, whose works fill the art fairs, museum exhibitions, ever more the museum collections, and now inevitably many collectors’ homes from New York to Jakarta. While this collecting style may require less thought, it does drain considerable financial resources and has one resounding effect: that these collections from New York to Jakarta do in the end look very much alike. Between collection visits, the discourse can then only be about which was the more colourful Richter, which the more rebellious Basquiat. If Richter and Basquiat are mentioned here, it is not to cast doubt on their being great artists. They cannot be blamed for being everywhere. But it makes for ever more uniform and therefore monotonous collections. A variant of the ‘Status’ collecting is to accumulate only the so-called masterpieces as defined mainly by auction catalogues. In fact, if gifted with deep pockets and armed with professional advice, anyone can do it. It may even prove to be financially very rewarding if one timely captures the tides of the market favour. In today’s world, this collecting style indeed provides much-desired status. It is exclusive in that it allows for easily readable distinction and differentiation from the know-nots within the high society, not to mention from the lowland of the have-nots.



The ‘Focused’ collecting style

Then there is focused collecting. What is a focus? It is a core idea, a concept, a logic that binds the works which otherwise remain random disconnected dots. It leverages single works to create additional meaning through their togetherness, and therefore advances comprehension. To choose the focus is the crucial decision for any collecting. It is having a focus that marks the difference from just amassing artworks. It does not matter what the focus is – to collect only squares, or images of dinosaurs, renaissance drawings, cartoons, works that evoke a certain atmosphere, certain processes, indeed anything… For any collector, this is a very difficult decision since it implies exclusion and discipline in view of things very tempting. Nevertheless, it gives a collection a distinct character and what we may sense as soul.



The ‘Web’ collecting style

If one wants to perceive collecting as an iterative process, or even to construct a hierarchy among collecting styles, then the most complex way is weaving a collection as a web. That is to say, having decided on a focus, to collect works which web the fullest context; with works shedding light on, explaining and opening up further spaces for this core idea, to best represent and illustrate it. Thus, works are charging each other up, in ways they could not have when isolated from this context. And importantly, it is not simply about lining up masterpieces like a string of pearls. Masterpieces indeed, but in contemporary art attributions as such come and go; there is nothing older or more outdated than an auction catalogue from fifteen years ago. ‘Web’ collecting is just as much about finding those pieces which may go unattended or ascribed to artists considered second-tier at times – which in itself is subject to change over time – to fill the perception gaps, narrate the underlying subtexts and ultimately bring a collection to the fore.

Still, to do full justice to a collector remains futile. One would need to know in depth about the collecting process and the full potential of the collection universe available to a collector as well as consider the constraints. Which research efforts were undertaken and which were not? What were the works available for choice at a given moment and which works were not selected? What financial resources were available to achieve the actual result? Where those failures put out of sight now rest, what they are, and how numerous? And many more issues…

Every collection is a process materialised. It is a distillate of the collector’s vision, imagination, intuition and passion, of research efforts, of the opportunities seized, of the resources made available, of hard work and of the lack thereof: After all, truly similar to an artist’s work. Duchamp may have gotten it right.
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One day, in a hopefully distant future, God will inevitably appear in front of WW (God is this tall, white-haired man with a long beard – this info is for WW, who, in his life, political and otherwise, has ignored any self-appointed authority). And He will say unto WW: ‘By now your art has confused everyone – your time is up!’1

In April 2011, the police then beat Him to it – using exactly the same reasoning as a pretext to lock WW up for three months. But more about that later.
2

While WW will delight in leaving us confused, this artist’s mind is anything but confused. Razor-sharp, it cut through the many sediments the art world has layered over the past hundred years of modernism and postmodernism. And while living in New York, he made his choices: instinct may have led him to stop painting, or as he says somewhere, a studio overflowing with unwanted paintings, and made him turn away from a two-dimensional finished product to the ever-expanding universe of conceptual art. He swallowed Duchamp, Picabia, Warhol and the other masters – he can quote their key lines anytime, he digested them, shit some of it out in his early works, and then orbited off completely on his own …

Exactly: digesting Duchamp, that was the foundational experience. Because the twenty-three-year-old who left for the US was still a self-declared ‘post-­Impressionist’ painter: he’d gotten his hands on a book about Impressionism and a monograph on van Gogh, which had left him in awe – by contrast, he’d thrown out a second monograph, about Jasper Johns and his unintelligible daubs. Painting had offered him a way to escape this Chinese variant of communism that presented itself as an ongoing disaster: first his father had been stamped a ‘right-wing deviationist’ and enemy of the state for incomprehensible reasons; major and even very minor decisions in Chinese everyday life invariably ran counter to the official propaganda and defied any attempt to understand them based on reason or human sentiment – on the contrary, one must never trust either of those two. The only escape into empathetic feeling, into emotion and passion, was through painting, where he alone was responsible for his choices of line and shading and colour. His brief enrolment at the Parsons School of Design, New York, in 1982, then brought his first exposure to the ideas of Duchamp and Warhol. He observed his American fellow students, who took to painting with unrestrained and ferocious energy – but focused entirely on the what and had no regard for the why, which was, to his mind, now the very central question: why should someone express himself as an artist? He gradually realised that using the medium of painting, or a physically real material product more generally, to convey his frame of mind was no longer his thing. The most important attribute of the artist’s existence as a whole, he now thought, was the intellect, which had been able to illuminate so little in the China of the Cultural Revolution in which he had come of age – which is probably why he’s been practising its exercise so relentlessly ever since. Duchamp’s ideas about the artist’s existence as an attitude, a lifestyle, helped him find his own identity. Exposure to Duchamp’s work had dealt a lethal blow to his inner post-Impressionist – and more than that, in the late 1980s, it freed him from the need to produce works of art at all. He didn’t feel compelled to make art again until 1999, when Harald Szeemann nominated him for that year’s Venice Biennale and he had to live up to the expectations that entailed. Neither the Han Dynasty Urn with Coca-Cola Logo (1994) nor the photographic series Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn (1995) nor even the first compositions made of deconstructed furniture he made starting in 1996 had been things he’d wanted to perceive as art. He considered them mere diversions.

But if he had thus reached a distinctive orbit all his own, he was not to be found in it after April 2011, when he was arrested, kept in prison for three months, and placed under house arrest for another year. The authorities are still withholding his passport, illegally depriving him of his freedom of movement.

Find him? A person who jets around the world a few times a year; a person who is finally getting in overdose what he would have deserved long ago: worldwide acclaim, interviews, invitations to exhibit, to realise projects, to teach, to cluster China and other parts of the world with buildings, to spend time with established dignitaries, to shed some of his ample charisma on them and others, and so on. What kind of persona does it take to trigger all this?

Some things we can tell from looking at his art. Seen with a Western eye, it is a gesture to produce ambiguity, a tangible ambiguity: there is hardware there, and software can be assumed. We can sense a person who has a very distinct view what art is and what it is not; and what it takes to grab or compose a thing and move it from one sphere to the other. But what is this distinct view, especially where we lack contextual knowledge of things and thoughts Chinese? Is a cubic metre of tea the same thing here and there (Ton of Tea, 2006)? If not, does WW care?

Watch WW give a presentation about his art: having preserved that same modesty about himself as when he was living in New York, where he could not even think of a reason to get up in the morning, he will rush his audience through fifty images for seconds each, just long enough for each image to sink in as a powerful visual impact, and as a question mark. Yet he does not intend to issue any explanations, to fill in the gaps or to alleviate any resulting sense of confusion. He does neither contend nor not contend. Of course, he knows it all, knows exactly what he is doing, but also knows about the power of his own myth. Mind him, he is very, very clever. And may just be enjoying himself …

With a more encompassing gaze, now inclusive of Chinese characteristics, we may find another complexity. It is rooted in a specific strength inherent in Chinese culture: the capacity to fuse contradictions into one single proposition. To put it simply: while in a Western mind, according to our Cartesian binary logic, a thing is either this or that, in a Chinese mind, that same thing may well be this and that at the same time. Take WW’s work Whitewash – a hundred and thirty-two Neolithic vases, each one a beautiful piece of art and a relic, but one-fourth of them completely covered or destroyed by white industrial paint. The work fuses two contradictory paradigms of art creation: The Western paradigm of ‘avant-garde’ art, which means radical destruction of tradition, breaking with the past to create space for entirely new thinking; and the classic Chinese paradigm of great respect for tradition and therefore of art creation as an evolving continuum drawing from the wealth of Chinese culture. Square this with a most sophisticated understanding of conceptual art. Then add scale and Chinese production methods, where factor costs are so low that they enable a bold artist such as WW to think big. That is as close as you may ever get to his formula.

And WW thinks really big. He may at times employ up to a hundred people, from unskilled workers to the finest craftsmen you can find in China. He may allow a thousand and one ‘migrant workers’ (for documenta 12) to enter into the process of art-making.

This work for documenta (Fairytale, 2007) reveals an artistic strategy that will become more and more defining of WW’s oeuvre. His own greatest strength, WW says upfront, is his ability ‘to get himself into an awkward situation’ – that’s how a contradiction can arise that then calls for resolution or at least control. But this process of gaining control mustn’t be easily managed. His art must always also imply the possibility of a major mishap, or else WW doesn’t feel sufficiently challenged. To take the example of Fairytale: how do you turn the idea of introducing 1001 Chinese to a reality that’s completely different from their own into a work of art? The project posed innumerable logistical challenges such as the selection of the population sample, passports, visas, travel and housing arrangements, etc. Then, this was very important, something was to remain: the myth. Because it was neither possible nor even intended that anyone would ever get to see this monstrous Fairytale running on many thousands of schedules in its entirety. Furthermore, a great deal was supposed to happen via the internet – WW turned it into a social medium long before the hype over social media. And then something also had to take physical form, whence the 1001 chairs; they lent a poetic aspect to the work, were there to open up additional spaces. Fragments of this strategy are also recognisable in the labour-intensive research actions around the Wenchuan earthquake (Remembrance, 2008, and others) and in the large-scale installation Sunflower Seeds at the Tate Modern (2010). They all share this mobilisation of immense human resources across the entire People’s Republic in the shortest periods of time, inconceivable without the internet. It will hardly be a controversial claim to say that any other artist would have rejected the Tate’s request in January 2010 to do his show in the giant Turbine Hall not in 2012, as originally scheduled, but much earlier, in October of that same year. Assuming that one of the most prestigious, and hence also riskiest, propositions in the art world required a physically manifest work, shipping it from China and installing it alone would take three months, leaving WW six months, counting from January 2010, to develop an idea, draw up a concept and produce the work! So a thousand and six hundred workers needed to be hired to mould, paint, fire and glaze the more than one hundred million Sunflower Seeds. It’s crazy if you think about it. So where did WW get the outsize appetite for risk it takes to launch such major projects whose basic design makes them virtually incalculable? It is an aspect of his inner gambler, a no less essential part of WW’s personality than his rationalism that was also what made him leave for the US with $30 in his pocket – plus his spiritual mentor Duchamp similarly spent the last ten years of life doing nothing but playing chess. It’s interesting to know in this context that, back in the 1980s, a limousine sent from a casino in Atlantic City pulled up every weekend in front of the basement den he shared with his colleagues. They had quite a reputation as gamblers. The savvy gambler adopts several routines: he learns to enjoy getting himself into a process whose outcome is determined to be uncertain; to be dead serious about playing the game while knowing that it’s only a game; and to be always aware of himself so that he will never lose sight of the limitations of his hand. To this day, nothing and no one has been able to break WW’s cool.

It would be surprising if WW were to accept much of this. He is the born contrarian. He will, just like in his art, turn an argument on its head, or deconstruct it to elegantly prove its invalidity, or make it shine by polishing it in an unintelligible transfiguration process, and all at lightning speed. And when he decides to lay down his armour of irony and sarcasm, he can discourse brilliantly on anything – blessed with not having to unlearn a formal education. And it is his brilliant arguing that may ultimately gain him the most attention, certainly within China: with his blog, he reaches millions of Chinese readers. On his blog, he never relents in laying bare the weaknesses of the political system of China. He comments without any restraint, and in no unclear terms, on subjects such as the dire consequences of mismanagement before and after the Sichuan earthquake, exposing police investigation practices in Shanghai in the Yang Jia 杨佳 case which started with a trifle and led up to the killing of six policemen, and ranging across broad issues of concern to the civil society of China.

But then came 28 May 2009, the day that the government cut him off from his domestic audience, which numbered in the millions: the authorities shut down his blogs. He subsequently launched a series of microblogs on the Chinese Twitter system, which limits each entry to 140 characters. The internet police always rapidly identified and blocked them. Today, WW is active on the global Twitter. Yet his microblogging – the imposed brevity very much suits his preference for bold simplification and the frequently brute force of his words – is accessible from within China only to those who know how to overcome the ‘Great Firewall’, which prevents Chinese users from navigating the uncensored global space of the internet.

So what was it that earned him the de-facto charge of subversion (because the investigators never framed it as such in legal terms) against the authority of the state? There is one word that appears in WW’s writings and in his discourse in general with significantly greater frequency than any other: to argue, argument. He positively lives to argue, he says. A leaf of grass, a tree: everything has its own form of existence – and arguing is his. More to the point, he is interested in the rational argument and the better argument. Even in his art: it is the site of an unintelligible process of transfiguration we may roughly describe as a sort of short circuit in the cogitative apparatus of the creative thinker; but when art works out well, it will always entail an argument. Yet arguments can prevail only in a very particular ecosystem, one in which freedom of opinion prevails. And that’s exactly the fault line separating his worldview from that of Official China: the communists, to use his term, never argue, not even when they appear to. They decree. Status and decree – rather than democracy’s freedom and social contract – have defined the Chinese system of government for millennia, and the current ‘dictatorship of the people’ isn’t any different. WW offers the interrogations after his arrest in April 2011 as an example: the investigators acted as though they were playing chess against him, but turned out to be quite unprofessional chess players, decreeing a new set of rules every three moves to make absolutely sure they would win – and precisely because they always win, they can’t learn anything by playing!

Little wonder, then, that the interrogations didn’t really address WW’s actions or methodically explore the different facets of his person. He was to be convicted of tax fraud, bigamy, and other misdeeds, as the national news agency Xinhua reported, but WW himself didn’t learn of these accusations until after his release. The interrogations focused on the question of which foreign powers had commissioned him to undertake his acts of agitation. Money did come up in this context; WW offered information on the prices his works fetched as well as what it cost to produce them. The interrogators simply couldn’t fathom how such sums could be paid for obsolete and cumbersome objects and ludicrous ideas. The fact that they showed little interest in other topics is explained by the peculiarities of the local application of criminal law: the punishment in such cases is not determined based on what is in the files, which might as well go straight into archive. In a case as visible as his, Party committees decree the sentence; the courts are instructed to mete them out. The arguments submitted by WW the defendant, but also by WW the accuser or his legal representative, were never relevant, if there was ever an opportunity to submit them – in Sichuan, for instance, all courts flatly denied jurisdiction, refusing to hear a complaint by WW that he had suffered bodily harm at the hands of the police even though his injuries were documented beyond doubt and had life-threatening consequences. The argument of the individual, based on China’s constitution and other elements of its legal system as well as fundamental humanist values, against this omnipresent amalgamate of arbitrary decisions, ignorance of the law, and transparent and opaque favours bestowed by all-­powerful authorities – these endlessly recurring experiences, which he lived through himself and meticulously researched and recorded in numerous other cases, were what hardened the artist and turned him into an activist.

Many Chinese have been imprisoned for less. And when reminded of where the Chinese watchdogs draw the line of what they call human rights activism – where the fun ends in their consideration – this audacious man will graciously thank you for telling him. But it will not affect him, not affect his endeavours to help build a new Chinese society. Most Chinese people will feel exactly the same, but so few of them dare to raise their voices in this way. He writes for them. They will owe him.

But now, in early April 2011, he had obviously overstepped that line – moments before his departure for Hong Kong, he was arrested at Beijing’s airport by the border police. Back in 1981, WW had deliberately escaped Chinese politics and society by leaving for the US, but the arrest put him squarely and now officially in the camp of human rights activism, surely not a term that has a nice ring to it in Official China. The evolution that turned an artist into an artist/activist and ultimately into an activist/artist took place over the course of three decades, and with very different velocities in WW’s own perception and the outside world’s perception of him. His time in New York, with everything he had experienced there and his insights into theory and practice of the country’s arts scene and the American way of life, had taught him that art must not exhaust itself in aestheticism if it is to be substantial. Truly significant art takes an ethical-moral stand. Having returned in 1993 to an authoritarian system whose communist ideology had long started to crumble, a system that even the authorities believed was careening towards a general disintegration of all values, he realised: his art must concern itself with this China, today’s China, and assure itself of this reality in a humanist and rational perspective. Simply striking a contemporary note would not do. And furthermore, arguing from this humanist and rational perspective, be it in images or in words, would at some point inevitably bring him into conflict with the authoritarian state, which had a very different foremost priority: maintaining the power of the Party.

He had initially moved into his father’s home, where he generally felt he was only a guest, and not a particularly respectable one at that, since he had nothing to show to his parents for all his years in the US – no neat diploma and not even a half-decent artist’s career. So he kept a low profile, not expressing himself beyond his work editing books about the experimental arts scene in China. Starting in 2000, the construction of his own residence and studio, a quite spectacular structure, and other buildings he rapidly designed suddenly turned him into an object of media interest, though it was fashion and design magazines that featured him in his role as an architect. He became a public figure, rising to even greater prominence after 2003, when he collaborated with Herzog & de Meuron architects on the Olympic stadium in Beijing. He was first perceived as a political artist in 2005, when he launched his blog. And in 2007, he was transformed into an exponent of the opposition, drawing wide media attention for his open antagonism against Official China: the official festivities kicking off the one-year countdown to the opening of the 2008 Olympics had shocked him and persuaded him that the Games would be a farce, an authoritarian state’s celebration of itself with monarchical pomp as well as distinctly nationalist overtones. His blogs and interviews he gave on a wide range of issues grew harsher and harsher in tone; he became strident and confrontational. His arguments were undergirded by time-consuming and precise research on cases of arbitrariness on the part of the authorities as well as his experiences with his own cause. His central demand was invariably for freedom of opinion and the rule of law. His artistic strategies, which had been one with his life as it was, now coincided entirely with his political activism. In recent years, these overlapping concerns have left him no time for more than occasional forays into the subject of Chineseness, this almost infinitely vast field of culture waiting to be further unearthed, a field from which he had formerly helped himself with particular gusto – back when he still took delight in the refinement of ancient China and in art-making and toyed with meanings and the interpretations of art audiences – in a word, confusionism. The situation has become more serious, he has become more serious, now that he has resolved to look the beast in the eye every day and confront it, also by means of his art.

By this time, he had established an online community of committed followers numbering in the millions, people who admired the brazenness with which he incessantly picked quarrels with the authorities and the way he was willing to spend good money, including his own, on his activism; with the thousands upon thousands of DVDs, for example, that he mailed, always at no charge, to anyone who was interested, or with the parties for like-minded people that took defeats on the formal legal terrain such as the demolition of his Shanghai studio and turned them into moral victories to be celebrated. Here, finally, was someone who didn’t mince his words, who put his finger on things they too had long chafed at. Sure, he too cannot kill the beast – nor does he want to. He simply wants to fight for his own right and hence also, he is quite explicit on this point, also for all those others who equally deserve that right.

To be sure, what he did also drew vehement opposition on the Web, and not all of it masterminded by the government: opposition against his style of argument, for example, which was felt to be too confrontational, and certainly against his actions, which left those he attacked, usually the authorities, including the top echelons of government, no room for face-saving manoeuvres – in a word, they were too un-Chinese. The most insightful commentators were probably those who focused on his destruction of ancient cultural assets, stoking a sense of incomprehension over how the West could possibly celebrate such a gesture. In fact, very few exceptions aside, WW’s art had never been on display in China – the country’s galleries and institutions had seen to that for a while, in pre-emptive obedience to the censors. Granted, his works initially demand too much of the perceptual apparatus of the untrained Chinese beholder, whose artistic understanding is solely attuned to the values of traditional Chinese art – most importantly, beauty and harmony. Other critics sought to dismiss him as a covert Westerner whose activism, they alleged, was designed to burnish his image and perhaps even to raise his market value in the West, if he wasn’t altogether a product, perhaps even a tool, of Western imperialism. So there had long been so much cause for conflict, so much potential for a political explosion, that the ideological cleaning staff of the ministry of culture had to hand over the matter to the internal security authorities. Curiously enough, a delegation of the City of Beijing had approached him only weeks before his arrest to offer him a seat in the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, the country’s second parliament after the legislative National People’s Congress. He asked for some time to consider. In the end, the border police resolved his dilemma when they hauled him in. We will probably never know who ordered the Beijing Municipal Public Security Bureau to arrest and interrogate him. True, domestically, a situation that was getting out of hand had been cleaned up. Internationally, however, the People’s Republic paid, and still pays, a horrendous price that those in charge had failed to anticipate: the collateral damage done to China’s image will not be repaired for a long time. And this very sequence of official measures taken against him over the last few years was what made WW the living Chinese person most widely known to Western media audiences. In some interviews, he courteously thanked the Chinese government that has just stepped down. Did they perhaps lay the groundwork for a Nobel Peace Prize? Will the new government – simply by being a little softer on him, or even instituting a policy of greater openness more generally – be able to remove his name from the list of virtual candidates? He knows that he couldn’t have achieved his global status on his own. He also owes gratitude to the global visual arts scene, which stood by him with unparalleled solidarity – and with much more leverage than, say, the literary world had in the case of the Nobel Peace Prize winner Liu Xiaobo. It’s not as though the world of contemporary art as such carried any weight in the eyes of Official China. But it is very adept at recruiting Western politicians for its purposes by building sufficient media pressure. WW had secured the highest possible degree of international visibility by role-playing with the international media – by adopting a stance of unrestrained openness, clever and naïve at once, sometimes at the risk of exposing himself as well, certainly at the price of losing all control over this immense media output – after all, there was no way he was going to get those who wrote about him to clear any quote with him. The journalists, for their part, made the most out of the only Chinese in China who opened his mouth without reservations by putting words in his mouth like you wouldn’t believe – that much he could bank on.

There is no doubt disagreement within Official China over how to cope with the WW phenomenon, with this guy whose defect it is that he loves his country and not the Party. Who should take responsibility for him, at which level? And what is better for China’s image: keeping him on a short leash at home, or putting him into storage abroad, where dissidents have always reliably marginalised themselves – yet this one? Only democracy will no longer turn people into heroes, because it doesn’t need them. But that’s a while off.

We have not this time talked about WW the architect – hundreds of well-­intentioned copies of his architectural language all over China ought to be his pride, as well as the ‘Bird’s Nest’ stadium. We have not talked about WW the archivist, who had the foresight to put on photographic or filmic record every day in the construction of secular undertakings such as the ‘Bird’s Nest’, Beijing’s new airport terminal, or the colossus of Beijing itself. We have not talked about WW the accumulator, with his little camera continuously moulding a memory to be sunk into the hard disk of what his life is about. We have not talked about WW the cook, who can tirelessly prepare the most memorable dumplings. We have not talked about WW the child, whose playfulness and unadulterated sensitivity open up paths to seemingly inexplicable matters. We have not talked about WW the curator, WW the designer, WW the friend most generous and so on.

If the tall, white-haired man with the long beard would grant me a wish for a day, it would be to share just once all that sparkling in WW’s brain.


Notes


	This fragment, like all other passages printed in roman type, is taken from a portrait of WW I wrote in 2008; it was published in Elena Ochoa Foster and Hans Ulrich Obrist, eds., Ways beyond Art: Ai Weiwei, London and Madrid: Ivorypress, 2009. I regard them as footnotes accompanying the fragments printed in italics.

	The fragments printed in italics update the portrait to the year 2013. I regard them as footnotes accompanying the fragments printed in roman type. y are based on the countless conversations WW and I have had over what have now been eighteen years.
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Introduction

This chapter sets out to examine the notion of disappearance as a form of existence as exemplified by Hong Kong artist Annie Wan’s conceptual ceramic art. It further construes how the notion of transculturality can be adopted to interpret Annie Wan’s art.

Having trained in ceramics at the Hong Kong Polytechnic (1989–1991, Higher Certificate in Studio Ceramics) and the Chinese University of Hong Kong (1993–1996, Bachelor of Arts; 1997–1999, Master of Fine Arts), Hong Kong ceramic artist Annie Wan is renowned for making moulds of ready-made objects, such as bricks, books and food cans, as well as for her strategy of burning books painted with clay slip on every page. Her transcultural upbringing and education have paved the way for the development of her conceptual ceramic installations.

Annie Wan’s conceptual ceramic art inspires the audience to ponder what is lost, what has disappeared and what remains. Both the moulds and the firings of books address the notion of disappearance. Seldom do we highlight the firing process in a kiln as a form of disappearance. It is always regarded as a process for the construction of an artwork, rather than as a form of destruction or a process of disappearance. The moulding and firing processes demonstrate a form of disappearance of the original object(s) and signify a new form of existence with regard to the original object(s). Only one form can exist at any one time. The artist’s cultural subjectivity embedded in the new form can be interpreted as a metaphor of transculturality. The fragile nature of ceramics can even be regarded as one of the traits of transculturality, as opposed to durable mediums such as stone and bronze that signify the timelessness of artworks representing an authentic classical cultural legacy.



Tracing the history of ceramic art in Hong Kong

This chapter argues that both Annie Wan’s conceptual ceramic installations and the development of ceramic art in Hong Kong are transcultural. Ceramic art in Hong Kong has been influenced mainly by Guangdong’s 廣東 Shiwan 石灣 tradition of making pottery figurines and by ceramic art training acquired in the West since the middle of the twentieth century.

According to Laurence Tam 譚志成, ancient ceramics have been unearthed in excavations in the south of Hong Kong Island, the east of Lantau Island 大嶼山and the south of Lamma Island 南丫島. The earliest kiln site is located close to Wanyao Village 碗窯村 in Tai Po Market 大埔墟, where ancient porcelain or semi-porcelain wares that could be traced back to the Ming 明 dynasty (1368–1644) were excavated. These were probably produced by potters from Chaozhou 潮州. In the kiln’s heyday, the blue-and-white bowls and plates produced were not just for the local market but also for the ‘commoners’ markets’ in South China. Production declined after the middle of the Qing dynasty and stopped altogether during the Second World War.1

A number of ceramics factories were established in the New Territories in the twentieth century, among them a ‘dragon kiln’ (longyao 龍窯) in the Shiwan tradition which was constructed in the 1930s in Tai Po Market by the Wing Lee Wai Wines Limited 永利威酒廠 for the production of ceramic wine vessels.2

Shiwan is a town twenty kilometres south-west of Guangzhou 廣州. It produces its own clay and is one of the earliest pottery-producing sites in China. Pottery dating from the Neolithic period (8500–1500 BCE) to the Song 宋 dynasty (960–1276) has been unearthed there. ‘The Song potteries unearthed in Shiwan are household items, coarse, mostly unglazed, or glazed in greenish yellow or brownish color.’3 The term ‘Shiwan ware’ refers to artistic pottery, rather than domestic wares.4

Shiwan pottery has been made by mixing Shiwan indigenous clay with other clay from Dongguan 東莞 since the Ming dynasty.5 ‘The Shiwan clay itself is very plastic, rich in iron oxides. The general characteristics of Shiwan wares are a heavy greyish body and thick unctuous glaze fired at a low temperature’6 that is suitable for creating pottery sculpture. Production was carried out by individual families and was not supervised by court officials. Shiwan potters were famous for imitating ‘the wares in the style of Shang and Zhou bronzes, well-known ceramics of Tang, Song, Ming and Qing dynasties’.7 However, the significant accomplishment of the Shiwan potters is their naturalistic pottery sculpture.8

Huang Ruyi 黃汝頤, an engineer who trained in ceramic science at MIT in the United States, returned to Hong Kong in 1930 and was in charge of the Zhenguang Pottery Factory 真光瓷廠 until it closed in 1933 and merged with the Jiansheng Brick Factory 建生磚廠, where Huang became the chief engineer. Around 1939, a number of potters from Shiwan such as Liang Shipei 梁世培 and Li Qiao 黎樵 moved to Hong Kong and were employed by the Jiansheng Brick Factory, for whom they built a dragon kiln at Castle Peak 青山 and manufactured Shiwan pottery figurines (Shiwan gongzai 石灣公仔) until 1941.9 With the expert potter He Bingheng 何秉衡, Huang Ruyi established the Guanghua Pottery Factory 光華陶廠 in Tsuen Wan 荃灣 in 1949. They employed the famous potter brothers Xu Shihua 許世華 (b. 1908) and Xu Shinan 許世南 from Dehua 德化, Fujian 福建 province, and Cao Mingluan 曹明鸞 from Jiangxi 江西 to make tri-colour (sancai 三彩) wares.10 Dehua was famous for making white porcelain since the Ming dynasty, while tri-colour wares (lead-glazed earthen wares) had been well known since the Tang 唐 dynasty (CE 618–907). The collaboration between Huang Ruyi, who had learned Western ceramic-making techniques, and pottery masters from famous Chinese pottery cities in Jiangxi and Fujian exemplifies the merging of the Western and Chinese traditions of ceramic-making in Hong Kong since the 1930s.

After the Second World War, the famous potter Wu Zuozhe 武作哲, who also trained in the United States, was the chief engineer of the Castle Peak Pottery Company 青山陶業公司. This became the centre for the mass production of ceramics in Hong Kong, including ceramic tiles, bricks and other functional wares. Later, Wu established a ceramics factory in Tsuen Wan, using the porcelain clay found at Cha Kwo Ling 茶果嶺. He also invited the Xu brothers to take charge of a third ceramic factory known as the Lianyi Studio 聯誼軒. Lianyi Studio produced Dehua white porcelain figurines and white wares of very high quality and displaying great creativity.11

In the 1950s, there were two factories producing Dehua white wares. The Jingcheng Pottery Factory 竟成瓷廠, founded in 1950, was headed by He Bingheng 何秉衡 in Tsuen Wan, while the Taoxing Pottery Factory 陶星瓷廠was established in 1952 in Castle Peak. The latter took on potters from Shiwan such as Ho Bing-chung 何秉聰to produce Shiwan figurines. Another Shiwan potter, Liang Sen 梁森 (b. 1919), established the Gonghe Pottery Kiln 工合陶窯in Tuen Mun 屯門; their dragon kiln was the largest in Hong Kong.12

Most of these ceramic factories were comparatively short-lived. However, they were at the forefront of ceramic production in Hong Kong in the mid-twentieth century and nurtured a number of outstanding potters. They produced three types of wares: (1) Fujian Dehua (white ware) Buddhist figures; (2) Jiangxi blue-and-white porcelain, over-glaze enamel porcelain and tri-colour (sancai) wares; and (3) Shiwan figurines from Guangdong. Ho Bing-chung was a representative of the last type, in the Shiwan tradition, and pioneered the development of ceramic art in Hong Kong.13

Apart from mass production, ceramics as a branch of art has been included in the curricula of schools and higher education institutions in Hong Kong since the mid-twentieth century. It was one of the training subjects at Northcote Training College 羅富國教育學院 – now known as the Education University of Hong Kong – in the early 1950s. Chan Ping-tim 陳炳添 (b. 1937) of Grantham College of Education 葛量洪教育學院, Siu Che-mo 蕭始武 of Sir Robert Black College of Education 柏立基教育學院 and Ng Chi-bing 吳稚冰 of Northcote College of Education were all active in the training of pottery teachers. Pottery has been treated as a full subject in the Hong Kong Certificate of Education since 1976, and both primary and secondary schools started to construct kilns and offer pottery workshops in the late 1970s.14

In the 1970s and 1980s, studio pottery workshops formed an integral part of Hong Kong ceramics. Ho Bing-chung and his son Ho Tai-kwan 何大鈞 (b. 1944) ran a studio workshop offering private lessons in traditional Shiwan potting techniques with an emphasis on teaching modelling to amateurs. Other artists who had acquired overseas training also ran ceramics workshops. For instance, Chan Chung-kong 陳松江 (b. 1936), who had learned the craft of the Shiwan tradition and graduated from National Taiwan Normal University 國立台灣師範大學 in 1960, ran a ceramics workshop called Clay in Clay 緣藝陶室. His work combined traditional Chinese techniques with Western sculptural forms. Mak Yee Fun 麥綺芬 (b. 1949), one of the founders of the Ceramics Workshop 樂天陶社, studied ceramics in the UK and was deeply influenced by the British studio potter Bernard Leach (1887–1979).15 Born in Hong Kong, Leach studied ceramics under Urano Shigekichi 浦野繁吉 (1851–1923) in Japan around 1911, and with Hamada Shoji 濱田庄司 (1894–1978) he established the Leach Pottery at St Ives in Cornwall, UK, where he set up the first Japanese raku 楽焼 (raku-yaki) firing kiln in the West.16 His Western ceramics are infused with Oriental spiritual aesthetics in which ‘the potting process is more about philosophical experience than completion of a work’.17 Mak’s work emphasizes the peace and harmony experienced through the ceramic-making process.18 The active potters in Hong Kong in the 1980s were either foreign artists or overseas graduates in ceramics, hence Western potting styles and techniques dominated the art scene. Potters trained in the UK include Catherine Mahoney, Jakie Leung 梁冠明 (b. 1958) and Anissa Fung 馮笑嫻 (b. 1956). Fung was influenced by the graphic design prevalent in the Royal College of Arts.19 Others, who trained on the West coast of the US and include Caroline Cheng 鄭禕 (b. 1963), Terence Lee 李梓良 (b. 1959) and Wu Wing-yee 胡詠儀 (b. 1964), emphasize personal creativity rather than craftsmanship.20 Both Chan Ping-tim, who returned in the 1960s, and later Laurence Tsang 曾鴻儒 (b. 1954) treat clay as a material for making sculptures, rather than functional wares.21 These ceramic artists have served as pioneers in the development of ceramic art in Hong Kong. Their transcultural experiences have inspired the following generation to move forward and develop further.

In addition to these two major factors – i.e. the Shiwan tradition inherited from the Shiwan masters and Western artistic influences imported through overseas training – local education has also played a role in the development of ceramics in Hong Kong. The Higher Certificate in Studio Ceramics offered by the Hong Kong Polytechnic (formerly Swire School of Design) from 1981 to 1991, and the Bachelor of Arts in Fine Art, majoring in ceramics, jointly offered by the Hong Kong Art School and RMIT, Australia, since 1998 have trained up quite a number of local ceramic artists. Active local potters who were graduates of the two-year certificate programme include Rosanna Li 李慧嫻 (b. 1950), Chan Kam-shing 陳錦成 (b. 1953), Wong Ping-kwong 黃炳光 (b. 1945), Joe Leung 梁祖偉 (b. 1963), Florence Yim 嚴惠慧 (b. 1960), Yokky Wong 黃美嫺 (b. 1965), Tam Cheung-on 譚祥安 (b. 1964) and Annie Wan herself.22 Their teachers included active local and foreign potters.23 Ceramics students taking the three-year BA programme are now required to study not just potting techniques, but also critical thinking and art history. Therefore, they ‘have a strong urge for creating and are more inclined to express their individualistic creativity’.24 Annie Wan was one of the teachers of the BA programme, training local young artists from 2000 to 2009. Since 2009, she has been teaching ceramics at the Academy of Visual Arts, Hong Kong Baptist University. Her transcultural upbringing and education have paved the way for the development of her conceptual ceramic installations.



Annie Wan’s conceptual ceramic art

In her artwork Monument/The Anagama in Shigaraki (2002), Annie Wan explored the material and process involved in the moulding of the four types of bricks used in making an Anagama kiln 窖窯. As Wan herself wrote,


Anagama kiln is the oldest-style kiln for wood firing in Japan. It is a tunnel-kiln firing, a method that can produce intense heat and lead to unexpected effects such as incidental ash deposits and scars from surrounding pots. The Anagama Annie Wan used in Shigaraki, one of the six oldest pottery centres in Japan, is mainly built of four different sizes of bricks. Clay shrinks after firing naturally. Annie Wan moulded the basic bricks and fired them to smaller sizes again. By repeating this process many times, she finally built a small ceramic model of that Anagama as its monument from the smallest mouldings of its fundamental bricks.25



This final model not only represents the re-creation of the legacy of one of the six ancient kilns in Japan but also reveals how the artist reflects upon the Japanese cultural heritage in the production of ceramics (Figure 5.1).


[image: An exhibition room showing artworks by Annie Wan. There are moulds of bricks of four different sizes on one counter and moulds of diminishing sizes on four more counters.]
Figure 5.1 Annie Wan, Monument/Anagama in Shigaraki, 2002. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


In what ways could we construe Annie Wan’s repetitive mouldings of the four types of bricks used at Shigaraki 信楽町, and her installation eventually using the smallest ceramic bricks to construct a tiny replica of the Japanese kiln, Anagama? I am interested in drawing on Wolfgang Welsch’s concept of transculturality to argue that the cultural formation of an artist to a certain extent is transcultural in essence. Welsch claims that we are all ‘cultural hybrids’.26 As a locally trained ceramic artist, Annie Wan is conscious not only of her Chinese cultural heritage but also of her Western education in ceramics in Hong Kong, as she holds the Higher Certificate in Studio Ceramics offered by the Hong Kong Polytechnic in 1991.27 According to the renowned Hong Kong ceramic artist Rosanna Li, there are two distinct trends in the development of contemporary ceramic art in Hong Kong: the Shiwan Tradition and the Western Tradition.28 One of the most influential studios was run by Ho Bing-chung and his son Ho Tai-kwan, which followed the Shiwan tradition in the 1970s and 1980s, placing more emphasis on craftsmanship.29 On the other hand, artists like Annie Wan are keen to creatively express their individual concerns through the medium of clay.

Tracing the history of ceramics in Asia, we cannot ignore the interactions among China, Japan, Korea and Europe at least since the sixteenth century, when Tokugawa Ieyasu 徳川家康 (1543–1616) became the founder and the first Shōgun 将軍 of the Tokugawa shogunate 徳川幕府 in Japan. Although we still cannot prove the origin of the Anagama kiln – specifically, whether it originated from China or Korea back in the fifth or sixth century – one must recognise the political and cultural entanglement and mutual influences among the three ancient Asian states in history.

According to Welsch, ‘the concept of transculturality aims for a multi-meshed and inclusive, not separatist and exclusive, understanding of culture. It intends a culture and society whose pragmatic feats exist not in delimitation, but in the ability to link and undergo transition’.30 Annie Wan’s Monument/The Anagama in Shigaraki (2002) tends to establish a link between the Chinese and Japanese cultural heritages. For her, the main thread to connect the two cultures is through the medium of ceramics. Using mouldings of the bricks to make a miniature kiln is a strategy for Wan to offer her interpretation of such cultural permeations.31 The moulded bricks connoting the Japanese ceramics culture and history are re-presented in her installation, showing the interpenetration of a number of ways of life and culture. It also reminds the audience of the transcultural interactions among the Japanese, Chinese and European in Imari ware 伊万里焼 production as far back as the seventeenth century. Thus, Annie Wan’s ceramic installation of a series of moulded bricks in diminishing sizes and the tiny monument of the Anagama kiln at Shigaraki in ceramics signify the entanglement of different cultural forms from ancient to contemporary times. This work shows the artist’s visual interpretation of this ancient form of kiln used in the production of ceramics.

As Annie Wan remarks in her 2004 artist’s statement: ‘The reality cannot reappear’.32 All we can do is describe and mimic reality through moulding. This is her way of depicting reality. The installation attempts to re-present her Japanese cultural heritage through the brick mouldings. This work has been produced by an artist whose cultural heritage is already hybridised. It implies the process of exchange of ceramic art among different cultures, something which is not bound only by national or geographical boundaries.33 Both the transcultural identity of the artist and the transcultural dynamics of contemporary ceramic art, as revealed in this installation, are noteworthy. The work does not attempt to present or preserve a single ceramic cultural heritage, but the interpenetration of the legacy of ceramic art from different cultures, especially in Asia. In this work, the coexistence of different ceramic cultural heritages can be explored, instead of showing competition between different ceramic traditions.34 Annie Wan’s work reveals the concept of transculturality, and combines both globalising tendencies and the desire for specificity and particularity.35 As shown in this installation, the moulding technique appears very universal while the subject matter, i.e. Japanese ceramic culture, seems very specific. Wan is so steeped in the characteristics of this artistic medium and its context that she has been able to make an artwork taking into account both features at once. This work can be interpreted as addressing the transcultural history of ceramic art-making, across cultures and eras.


[image: A bookshop displaying various books on shelves. Among them is a moulded book created by Annie Wan.]
Figure 5.2 Annie Wan, Fragile Book, 2011. Venue: Kubrick in Beijing. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


Apart from moulding the bricks of the Anagama kiln in Shigaraki, Annie Wan also made a ceramic mould of a book banned in China. ‘China’, of course, can refer to both porcelain and her country. Wan placed the moulded book on the shelves of a bookshop (Kubrick) in Beijing in 2011. The work is called Fragile Book (2011), and is the first work in her Banned Book Trilogy (2011–2013). As this moulding of the banned book cannot be read, its textual content has been lost. Wan attempts to represent the reality of the banned book by displaying a mould of it on the bookshelves. The bar code of the book is printed on the ceramic moulding to retain the former or original identity of it as a book placed on the bookshelf of a bookstore. This seems to imply that the artist is questioning whether the book is banned or not. The dialectic is between the book being banned from reading and being banned from being displayed. We may also approach this work from the perspective of transculturality. The artist is consciously bringing to light the fate of the banned book in the mainland Chinese context. The sealed book is now represented through the ceramic moulding of the tactile printed book. The text is no longer available for ‘reading’, but it leads to the growth of meaning as perceived by various spectators from different cultures. Silja Freudenberger argues for the paradigm shift from an intercultural to a transcultural thinking about cultures that has led to a new meaning in language.36 According to Silja Freudenberger,


By transculturality, on the other hand, I mean an understanding of cultures which recognizes that cultures shouldn’t be seen as distinct, monolithic entities. Cultures are as much internally differentiated as they are different from other cultures. Between generations, classes, genders, city- and countryside-dwellers there might be a cultural alienation as shocking as that between members of ‘foreign’ cultures proper. What’s more, ‘other’ cultures are more and more recognized as being an internal part of one’s own culture. Food, music, literature and art incorporate much that used to be ‘other’. In a transcultural approach it is realized that individuals almost always take part in more than one culture or subculture, some more so than others. This leads to new cultural forms as well as to a dissolving of boundaries between cultures.37



Annie Wan is embarking on an exploratory process in portraying the meaning of a banned book. Can we make sense of a book by simply recognising its appearance as a ceramic work in the shape of a book? What is hidden or has disappeared shows the meaning of this work. The disappearance of the original book and the existence of the book-like ceramic work clearly demonstrate Annie Wan’s questions concerning the cultural phenomenon in mainland China. This new book wittily shows a transcultural understanding of the banned book in China by means of ceramics, a traditional medium signifying Chinese-ness (Figure 5.2).


[image: An artwork by Annie Wan showing a moulded book covered in clay. Saplings have grown from the seeds planted in the clay.]
Figure 5.3 Annie Wan, Organic Book, 2013. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


The second work in Banned Book Trilogy is called Organic Book (2013). Wan moulded the banned book again, in raw clay without firing it, and placed some seeds inside the moulding. The weeds surprisingly burst from the book. Changes continued to take place over time. The meaning of the banned book is partly replaced by the weeds growing out of it. The rich contents of the book, brimful of vegetation, clay/soil, nature, air and water, tend to replace the traditional notion of a book with text written/printed on it. According to Welsch,


The concept of transculturality sketches a different picture of the relation between cultures. Not one of isolation and of conflict, but one of entanglement, intermixing and commonness. It promotes not separation, but exchange and interaction. If the diagnosis given applies to some extent, then tasks of the future – in political and social, scientific and educational, artistic and design-related respects – ought only to be solvable through a decisive turn towards this transculturality.38



Organic Book too can be regarded as transcultural. The meaning of the banned book has undergone transformations due to time, weather and the spectator’s context (Figure 5.3).


[image: An artwork by Annie Wan showing the fossil of a banned book. Clay slips retain the shape of the banned book that was burned.]
Figure 5.4 Annie Wan, Fossil Book, 2011. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


The third work in the Banned Book Trilogy is called Fossil Book (2011). According to Annie Wan, the process of fossilization is a process of casting which occurs when the remains of the original organism dissolve and leave an empty space, which is gradually filled with other materials. Annie Wan painted clay slip between the pages of a banned book and then fired it; the fossil of the banned book was formed after its paper/text burned away. In this way, the physical body of the book disappeared and what remains represents an absent banned book. The fossil book is thus still a ceramic piece, which is the result of Wan’s turning the numerous pages of the book and painting each one with clay slip. It shows not only evidence of existence, but is also, itself, its own existence. The disappearance of the original banned book in the fire leads to the existence of a new ceramic form. As discussed by Silja Freudenberger, the concept of the meaning of a sign needs to be more fluid from a transcultural perspective. ‘Signs are handed along, passing from one optional language into the other, losing some of their meaning on the way, but gaining new meaning as well’.39 The fossil book has transcended the traditional meaning of a book, losing some of its old meanings in the process but also gaining new meanings through the firing process with clay slip (Figure 5.4).

From a transcultural point of view, the meaning of Banned Book Trilogy never appears as static or limited by certain conventions. It depends on the viewer’s context in construing its meaning. China, in the sense of ceramics, is employed as the main medium for the interpretation of literary censorship in China. As an artistic means of representation, ceramics (china) serves to imply the sociopolitical issues of mainland China, so that spectators from different cultures can ponder the issues related to the phenomenon of literary censorship from different perspectives. Annie Wan deals with this cultural issue from a transcultural point of view. She has explored the different states of ceramics, through moulding, raw clay and burning of the clay, to show both the fragile nature of ceramics and the subject matter of a banned book.


[image: An artwork by Annie Wan showing a series of banned books that were fossilized using clap slips and then burned. The books are arranged in a rectangle and placed on the floor.]
Figure 5.5 Annie Wan, Infinitive Horizon/Ruin, 2013. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


Wan applied the strategy of burning books with clay slip painted on each page in a number of works, including Infinitive Horizon/Ruin (2013), Time Regained (2013), Phenomenon of Times (2014), Colourful Hong Kong (2015) and The Road We Travelled (2015). The different books employed in these works remind us of the transcultural subjectivity of the artist. In Infinitive Horizon/Ruin, she repeated the action of turning pages a thousand times. She transformed this repetitive and time-consuming act into physical form by hand-painting with various types of clay slip every page of 180 discarded books, and then fired them to burn away the paper while still retaining the form of books.40 She believes the most important part of a book is not what is on its pages, but what lies between the pages.41

Wan placed the burned books on the floor, arranging them in a rectangle, similar to the American minimalist Carl Andre’s (b. 1935) installation of metal plates in the 1960s. But while Andre’s industrial mass-produced metal plates are all identical, Wan’s burned books all differ in appearance. She questions whether the message conveyed through the burned books now existing only in clay can exist outside of the written text. Is it possible for books to speak a language that has nothing to do with textuality? If this is the case, what kind of language would that be?42 The contents of the various books in this installation remain unknown. The meaning of books in general, in Annie Wan’s installations, transcends the traditional boundaries of text, language and culture. Thus, we may interpret the installation of burned books as a performance of transculturality, beyond the meaning of text, language and culture (Figure 5.5).


[image: An artwork by Annie Wan showing six foreign books that have been painted with black porcelain slip.]
Figure 5.6 Annie Wan, Time Regained, 2013. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


During the process of making Infinitive Horizon/Ruin, Annie Wan had in mind French novelist Marcel Proust’s (1872–1922) novel In Search of Lost Time (1913–1927) as a response to the human condition. Deeply concerned with time and memory, Proust spent part of his life confined to his bedroom in order to complete this series of seven volumes, which is known for its length and the theme of involuntary memory. In Annie Wan’s perception, the novel reflects different layers of time, including the time of writing, the time of reading and the time-consuming exploration of every motif in the novel by the reader. In her work Time Regained (the title of the final volume), Wan hand-painted every single page of the six-volume English version of In Search of Lost Time with black porcelain slips. Unlike in Infinitive Horizon/Ruin, she documented the entire process of painting by video, enabling the audience to grasp the meaning of time in this work. While Infinitive Horizon/Ruin addresses the notion of bibliophile culture, Time Regained specifically addresses time and memory through a foreign novel. Welsch has claimed that ‘there is no longer anything absolutely foreign, so that everything can be transculturally determined’.43 Annie Wan’s burning of the foreign books painted with black porcelain slip reminds us of the way these foreign cultural products disappear and signifies a new form of existence in the new medium. The new ceramic form of the old French novel in its incarnation as an English translation in six volumes can also be regarded as a metaphor for transculturality. The repetitiveness of the action of painting on the clay slip turns each of these six videos into static objects of time. They are displayed alongside the remains of the black ceramic books after firing, when all the paper was burned away. The stillness and contemplativeness of time in the videos connect to each of these condensed black books. Both the video and the installation of six black books symbolize the recollection of time in three instances: first, the time spent by the French writer creating the novels; second, that of the English translators translating the novel in six volumes; and third, that of Hong Kong artist Annie Wan painting the pages with black clay slip. There is an entanglement of different transcultural boundaries on various levels: the art of writing turns into the art of translating and then into the art of painting with clay slips; the written language turns into visual language; and the theme of time in the novel is reflected through both the time it took to carry out the repetitive painting on each page and the time it took to fire the books (Figure 5.6).


[image: A dark exhibition room showing remains of nine foreign books after being burned. These books were painted with black porcelain slip and the remnants now show white porcelain books.]
Figure 5.7 Annie Wan, Phenomenon of Times, 2014. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


Similar to her strategy in Time Regained, in Phenomenon of Times Annie Wan hand-painted with porcelain slip every page of the nine volumes of Romesh C Dutt’s History of India (published in 1906) to show her quest for a linear human narrative of time.44 She documented the whole process by video from a side-view so that the audience can only be spectators without much involvement in reading the contents of these books. When she fired these books in a kiln, the pages with their historical narratives burnt off. All that remained were nine fragile and ghostly white porcelain books reflecting the lightness or nothingness of time. The video was then played alongside these porcelain books in such a way that the notions of past, present and future could be revealed simultaneously. This work is a representation of the history of India through static books. It enables the spectator to view the process of the artist painting on the pages of the Indian history books via the video and to imagine the firing process via the static ceramic books. Just as Wan was starting work on Phenomenon of Times, the Umbrella Movement (26 September–15 December 2014) broke out in Hong Kong. She felt impelled to paint these history books and make a video record of her painting from early morning until evening on 1 October 2014, China’s National Day. This artistic act expressed her deep concern about the politically critical moment for Hong Kong at the time and the future of democracy. As a consequence, this work illustrates the superimposition of different times and histories. The artist does not allude to her source of inspiration for painting and burning the history books of India. The piece nonetheless reveals the transcultural histories of both India and Hong Kong, as British colonies in different time-frames in history – India from 1858 to 1947 and Hong Kong from 1841 to 1997 (Figure 5.7).


[image: A table displaying the remnants of two books that were covered using clay slip and then burnt. A photograph on the right showing a human hand painting a paper.]
Figure 5.8 Annie Wan, Colourful Hong Kong, 2015. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


In 2015, Annie Wan worked on a culturally specific project called Missing Hong Kong Series. She grew up when Hong Kong was a British colony, but since Hong Kong was handed back to China in 1997, cultural and political changes have been taking place. Lifestyles and values had gradually been changing until 2014, a very critical year that saw many Hong Kong people stand up and fight for democracy. The Umbrella Movement triggered a strong sense of nostalgia for the past. It was during this period that Wan visited a bookshop and came across two collections of historical colour photographs of Hong Kong, in Chinese: Colourful Hong Kong 1940s–60s and Colourful Hong Kong 1970s–80s, published by Joint Publishing (Hong Kong) in 2013. Struck by these old photographs, Wan wanted to express her intense nostalgia for the Hong Kong of the 1960s to the 1980s. As with Phenomenon of Times, she hand-painted every page of the two volumes of Colourful Hong Kong with clay slips. Unlike with Phenomenon of Times, however, the video to document the entire painting process is taken from above, enabling the audience to witness the disappearance of the photographs one by one. Every picture is buried under clay slip before the audience has a chance to identify the image and reflect upon the history behind it. Eventually, after being fired in the kiln, the history of Hong Kong’s past becomes ‘fossilised’ as ‘unreadable’ ceramic relics. The remains of the two books serve as a testimony to the history of colonial Hong Kong before its handover to China in 1997 (Figure 5.8).


[image: A table displaying a ceramic fossil book created by Annie Wan. A screen in the background showing a human hand painting a book for the process of fossilization.]
Figure 5.9 Annie Wan, The Road We Travelled, 2015. Courtesy of Annie Wan.


In another work, The Road We Travelled, Annie Wan hand-painted every page of a book of that name published by Joint Publishing (Hong Kong) in 2011. The book contained historical photographs (mainly in black and white) recalling the history of Hong Kong as it grew from a small fishing island to a British colony and finally became the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. Every image was concealed under the repetitive brushstrokes as the black clay slip was applied. Unlike Colourful Hong Kong, a video documenting the making of The Road We Travelled was projected on the wall. This work was exhibited in a group exhibition entitled, First, Then and After (curated by Kwok Ying 郭瑛) at Gallery Exit in Aberdeen, Hong Kong from 29 May to 4 July 2015. The ceramic fossil book placed on a stand in front of the video implies the process of its fossilisation. When the spectator stands in front of this work, viewing the disappearance of every piece of history as it is overlaid by clay slip, a complicated sense concerning the past, present and future of Hong Kong may arise. The work depicts time via the video and ceramic book (Figure 5.9).



Concluding remarks

Annie Wan’s conceptual ceramic art installations involve moulding or/and burning ready-made objects such as bricks in Monument/The Anagama in Shigaraki, and books in Banned Book Trilogy, Infinitive Horizon/Ruin, Time Regained, Phenomenon of Times and Missing Hong Kong Series. Her art demonstrates transculturality by showing dynamic encounters with other cultural products, be they specific items of cultural heritage, like the ancient Japanese kiln, a book banned in China, the six volumes of Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, the nine volumes of Romesh C Dutt’s history of India, or more general, such as the 180 unidentified discarded books.45 She also critically poses questions about nostalgia for her own culture by painting clay slips on the three books of historical photographs of Hong Kong. Wan received a transcultural education in Hong Kong, and her art centres on issues related to history, time and memory, and further communicates and exchanges these ideas with the audience through her ceramics and video installations. Her artistic transitions from themes relating to other cultures and universal themes to her own specific culture coincide with Wolfgang Welsch’s argument that


the concept of transculturality goes beyond these seemingly hard alternatives. It is able to cover both global and local, universalistic and particularistic aspects, and it does so quite naturally, from the logic of transcultural processes themselves. The globalizing tendencies as well as the desire for specificity and particularity can be fulfilled within transculturality.46



Annie Wan’s conceptual ceramic installations are unique in addressing her specific socio-political concerns for Hong Kong and China as well as a universal concern for time and history. In the past two decades, she has successfully developed her signature style through mouldings of objects and the burning of different types of books painted with clay slips. Her artistic accomplishment emphasises the notion of the disappearance of the original object and a new form of existence with regard to the original object, and the viewer can interpret her art as a metaphor for transculturality.
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Introduction

During the 1980s, China witnessed a surge of far-reaching modernist explorations and trends in the fields of literature, theatre, cinema, and art. Here I take the term ‘modernist’ to denote non-realist, experimental, and self-consciously provocative artistic innovations in the Chinese cultural sphere which have been influenced by global modernism. Among them, ‘root seeking’ (xungen 寻根) and ‘avant-garde’ (xianfeng 先锋) represent two highly influential literary schools that experimented with modernist themes and forms. Influenced by postmodern literature from Latin America and Europe, the ‘avant-garde school’ experimented with postmodernist innovations to challenge the dictates of realism in Chinese fiction writing.1 Yu Hua, a representative author of the ‘avant-garde school’, states in his essay ‘Xuwei de zuopin’ 虚伪的作品 (‘The Deceptive Works’), which some critics have described as the manifesto of this school, that ‘the past writing style of considering-something-as-it-stands (jiushi lunshi 就事论事) only leads to superficial reality (biaomian de zhenshi 表面的真实)’.2 ‘When I begin adopting a deceptive form (xuwei de xingshi 虚伪的形式) which subverts the order and logic provided to me by the present world, I nevertheless reach the Real (zhenshi 真实)’.3 Corresponding to Yu Hua’s concept of ‘deceptive forms’, bold ventures in literary forms and narrative techniques became the most salient artistic features of these avant-gardists’ literary creations from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s.4

In terms of thematic concerns, literary avant-gardists – such as Can Xue 残雪 (b. 1953), Mo Yan, Su Tong, Hong Feng 洪峰 (b. 1959), Bei Cun 北村 (b. 1965), and Yu Hua – touch on diverse and strong subject matter such as the social, historical, psychological, abstract or mysterious, and focus on topics like death, sex, evil and violence.5 However, none of them engages in writing any rational or realist stories informed by the grand narrative of socialism or the ruling party’s official historiography. Instead, they develop alternative views towards individuals in China’s history. They show no interest in establishing a direct nexus between their bizarre stories and the real world, and even acknowledge the artificiality of storytelling itself. As a result, anti-traditional and non-conformist topics and styles appear as the hallmarks of this literary movement, earning it the label of ‘avant-garde’.

For a few avant-garde authors, the borderlands of central China and ethnic minority cultures serve as key literary motifs, and also as the impetus for new aesthetic forms. For instance, both the Chinese author Ma Yuan and the Chinese-Tibetan author Tashi Dawa (or Zhaxi Dawa) are noted for their prolific Tibetan-themed fictions. Other Chinese writers also focus on such themes. In the 1980s Ge Fei 格非 (b. 1964) wrote a fictional narrative entitled ‘Xiangyu’ 相遇 (‘Encounter’, publ. 1993) about the colonial history of Tibet at the beginning of the twentieth century. Inner Mongolia and Hui 回 culture are the cultural homeland and spiritual source for author Zhang Chengzhi. Western China repeatedly serves as the theme of fictional stories in Yang Zhengguang’s 杨争光 (b. 1957) works. The well-known avant-garde woman author Can Xue has even penned a full-length novel entitled Bianjiang 边疆 (Frontier, 2008), which features fictional geographical and cultural borders.

The contrast between ‘central China’ and different borderlands, between Han culture and non-Han cultures, provides fertile ground for the imaginative power and literary possibilities of avant-garde authors. Their various literary forays into crossing geographical, ethnic and cultural boundaries offer the possibility of innovations in both literary themes and forms. Previous research on avant-garde fiction mainly focuses on the influence of Western literature and the literary manifestations of modernism and postmodernism.6 Few studies discuss ‘cross-cultural’ features in avant-garde fictions, such as boundary-crossings between cultures of different ethnicities within China.7 In addition, there have not been enough comparative readings of two representative writers of this literary trend, namely Ma Yuan and Tashi Dawa.8

This chapter therefore aims to explore how the encounter between Han and non-Han cultures within China influences Chinese avant-garde literature. It addresses the following research questions: Do non-Han territories and cultures provide authors outside those territories and cultures with unique perspectives and heterogeneous elements in these authors’ pursuits of the literary style of ‘magic realism’ or the cultural logic of postmodernism? Do these heterogeneous elements act as the mysterious, primitive, or exotic Other in avant-garde rewritings of history, perceived reality and human experiences, and if so, how? Does Chinese avant-garde literature provide us with any example of transculturality within different cultures that promote narrative revolution and textual experimentation? How do geographical, ethnic and cultural boundaries become important sites for reflection on the dichotomy of tradition vs modernity, centre vs border, insider vs outsider, orthodox vs unorthodox, religious vs secular, self vs other, reality vs fiction, and so on? What is the relationship between the postmodernist representation of non-Han territories and cultures and the ‘deconstructive’ characteristics of avant-garde literature? This chapter will investigate these questions by using two representative Tibetan stories written by avant-garde authors Ma Yuan and Tashi Dawa as case studies.



Ma Yuan and ‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’ (1985)

Alongside Can Xue, Ma Yuan is one of the earliest exponents of the avant-garde school.9 He is known as ‘the earliest formalist fiction writer in post-Mao China’.10 Ma Yuan adopts the style of Borgesian metafiction and explicitly indicates in some of his works that his fiction is a fabrication. During the 1980s, when Tibet became a popular focus of artistic interests and an inspiration for Han authors, Ma Yuan worked there as a journalist for several years. In a 2006 interview with Xin shiji zhoukan 新世纪周刊 (New Century Weekly) Ma gave a very positive account of his Tibetan experience:


Tibet made manifest my former highly individualist tendencies, and what I wrote was henceforth enlivened and ignited. Tibet is an unusual place; it can provide you with imaginative power and a unique perspective and mindset. No place can compare to Tibet.11



The transcultural knowledge and experience Ma gained in Tibet serve as both resource and impetus for his boundary-crossing and deconstructive style of writing. Distinct motifs from Tibetan religion and culture interlink with labyrinthine narrative styles in his fiction. ‘Xugou’ 虚构 (‘Fabrication’),12 ‘Xihai de wufan chuan’ 西海的无帆船 (‘The Boat without a Sail on the Western Sea’),13 and ‘Gangdisi de youhuo’ 冈底斯的诱惑 (‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’ or ‘Lure of the Gangdisi’)14 count among the best-known of his unconventional Tibetan stories. Taking the first piece of his fiction that centres on narrative forms, ‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’15 as an example, the explicitly declared ‘fabricated’ nature of the text lies in the multiple, changing narrative points of view and the use of disintegrated, unreliable narrators in four sub-stories: a veteran writer’s personal history; Tibetan hunter Chungbu’s encounter with a ‘Himalayan snowman’; the abortive trip of two Han Chinese writers named Lu Gao 陆高 and Yao Liang 姚亮 to see a sky burial; and the legend of two Tibetan brothers, Dhondup and Dhonyo. The veteran writer’s story is told from a first-person, reflective perspective while the hunting story is structured as a second-person narrative. The two stories of the Chinese writers and Tibetan brothers are narrated from a seemingly objective third-person point of view, but the narrator is frequently interrupted and challenged, either by the characters in the narrative or the voice of the narrator itself to reveal the instability and unreliability of the narrative.

As the most important avant-garde writer to shift the attention of readers from what to write to how to write fiction, Ma Yuan also induces the critics to focus on analysing the structure and form of his works. Henry Zhao argues that Ma Yuan’s ‘use of Tibetan loci is so superficial and casual that Tibet is only the convenient anchorage of his fiction rather than an object of observation … What makes him unique is something beyond themes or subject matter’.16 Wu Liang notably commented that the main achievement of Ma Yuan’s fiction is the narration process.17 Li-Hua Ying also emphasises that ‘Ma’s stories are concerned less with Tibet than with his personal vision of fiction and his Borgesian metafiction style accentuates a new awareness of narrative technique’.18 However, is the topic of Tibet really unimportant for Ma Yuan? Is form nothing other than form and is it created only for its own sake? A new reading of ‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’ with attention to its cross-ethnic and cross-cultural subject matter serves here to re-examine the significance of Ma Yuan’s experiment with form.

In the first part of the narrative, a veteran writer presents from a first-person point of view his reflections on different Chinese and Tibetan customs, beliefs and cultural values based on his cross-cultural experiences. He reconsiders and questions the Han-centrism in the popular perceptions of Tibetan ‘traditions’ among Chinese people. He also criticises the popular touristic discourse on Tibet in 1980s China, which often treats Tibet as an exotic, alluring spectacle like Disneyland:


Newcomers gather round, take pictures, and pretend to take it all seriously – I suppose you’re the same – but you have to realize that all this isn’t something new and strange. People here have been living this way for thousands and thousands of years. For a short while here visitors come face to face with the recollection of those remote myths. They have no way to comprehend it, but they feel it’s interesting, like a Disneyland castle. It’s not everybody who gets to stand face to face with a memory from the past.19



The third part of ‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’ depicts a group of outsiders and describes the journey of Lu Gao and Yao Liang to see a sky burial. This theme echoes the Chinese tourists’ fascination with the most ‘exotic’ aspects of Tibetan customs. Their journey ends with the violent objections of local Tibetans, who refuse to let their customs and cultures be ‘orientalised’ and turned into the Other, or a spectacle. The old writer believes that the most attractive aspect of Tibet as a ‘wonderland’ is its well-preserved ‘remote myth’, a concept far removed from Han Chinese who ‘are living in the scientific age’.20 The first-person narrative voice of the old writer encourages the newcomers to Tibet to develop a more respectful understanding of Tibetan ‘mysticism’, rather than using the framework of ‘civilised vs primitive’ or ‘science vs superstition’ to look at Tibetan cultural practices:


I’ve lived in Tibet for over half my life, but I’m not one of the Tibetans. Even though I can drink yak butter tea with our Tibetan brothers, eat handfuls of roast barley with them, drink barley wine, even though my skin is bronzed by the sun like theirs, I’m still not one of them, even if I’ve worshiped with them and left offerings in the temple. I can’t understand life as they do. All those things are just forms to me – I respect their customs, but I can only guess what it is to live them. I can only use my logic and my miserable reason to try to deduce what it is to experience those things – that’s as close as we can get to the people here. And still we suppose that we’re clever and civilized, and they are stupid and primitive, and they need us to save them and enlighten them. …

My one million eight hundred thousand Tibetan countrymen use running water (in the cities), they wear rubber boots, they drive cars, they drink Chinese white liquor from Sichuan, they dance to music from tape decks, they sit in front of televisions and watch the news of China and the world, but still they go on living in their own unique world of myth.

All this makes me think it’s not just enough to follow their customs and forms. I love them, and I want to understand them genuinely, so I want to enter their world. Their everyday life is indistinguishable from myth. Myth isn’t a decoration of their life, it is their life, their reason and foundation for living, the reason they’re Tibetans, and not somebody else.21



The old writer challenges the ‘rational’ and ‘logical’ way of understanding Tibetan myth and related religious beliefs. He understands them as both a sort of ‘yearning for the perfect life’ and Tibetans’ ‘reason and foundation for living’.22 He argues confidently that even though Tibetans now live in a modernised society in the scientific age, they still stick to ‘their own unique world of myth’.23 The old writer believes that modern urban life has not interfered with their long-held customs and beliefs at all. The ‘scientific’, ‘rational’ way of thinking and living, and the ‘mythologised’ or religious way of thinking and living are seen as two equal value systems. He sees no hierarchy between them.

The old writer’s personal narrative is followed by three ‘mysterious’ or ‘legendary’ stories, none of which are intelligible from the perspective of science or logic. The first story describes the old writer witnessing ‘a pathway to the blue curtain of night, a gate to the stars’;24 the second narrates the encounter between Qiongbu 穷布 and a Himalayan wild man or snowman; in the third story, Dhondup acquires the ability to sing The Epic of King Gesar overnight. From a logical or rational angle, all of these stories would be mere fabrications or fantasies born of a ‘nervous disorder’ or ‘a crazy mind’. The narrator asks readers not to ‘dismiss all such legends with a laugh’,25 but to read them in the ways Tibetans do: what Han Chinese see as mythological and abnormal may be ordinary and normal for Tibetans. This echoes the view of the author Ma Yuan himself. In an interview, Ma described the blurred boundaries between ‘myth’ and ‘realities’ according to the Tibetans, by stating that ‘mystery (shenmi 神秘) is neither an ambience nor something that could be created or constructed by humans. Mystery is abstract but also something real, an entity (shiti 实体) outside the ideas of humans’.26 When Wu Liang examines the ‘fictionality’ that is central to Ma Yuan’s works, he associates it with Ma Yuan’s particular worldviews as a theist, especially his reverence for mystery.


A fiction author who is fascinated with narration itself has real imaginative power. The best writer usually unites the ways of narration with the world he lives in. … Narrating stories is the only effective way for Ma Yuan to get close to the gods he believes in. His beliefs and his narrative skills have something in common.27



As a theist, Ma Yuan tries to offer a new understanding of ‘mysteries’ not as perceptions but as substantial entities. Only in this way can we read Tibetan myths and legends from a non-conventional perspective.


There were several other less popular versions of what happened to Dhondup. According to one, Dhondup and Dhonyo’s dad was a blacksmith who wandered around singing ballads, and Dhondup inherited his father’s genes. This version smacks of modern science. But most people would rather believe a beautiful myth, and besides it’s not suitable to season legends with rationalism.

Thoroughgoing materialists dismiss all such legends with a laugh. They have a rather convincing explanation: that in order to embellish the folk epics, ballad singers deliberately make up these mysteries. They claim that it’s the natural penchant of Tibetans to produce beautiful myths.28



None of the stories are ‘logical’, ‘rational’ or coherent. After his description of witnessing a magical natural spectacle is not believed or responded to by other people, the old writer decides: ‘so I myself do not take it seriously anymore. I take it as a joke, I tell it as a story, that’s all’.29 At the end of the story about the hunter and a Himalayan snowman, the narrator ironically comments that ‘the snowman of the Himalayas is known all over the world, but people don’t take this fantastic legend seriously’.30 The narrator also explicitly points at the element of uncertainty after telling the story of the Tibetan brothers:


I don’t know what should come after this ‘so’. Three dots to mark something omitted? A few words to connect it to what comes after? I can’t find anything suitable. I don’t know what moral, rational standard to weigh this ending by.31



Readers are asked by the narrator not to make judgments on the basis of any scientific knowledge or superior ‘moral and rational standards’. Moreover, the very process of reading legends in Ma Yuan’s works is confusing and challenging. Logic is useless not only in deciphering the content of these stories, but also in understanding the style in which they are written. In the essay ‘Fangfa’ 方法 (‘Method’) Ma Yuan states that writing fiction for him


is to create and present new experiences, the experiences that some readers have never had before. Empiricism in its broad sense should also apply to transcendent experiences. My emphasis is that transcendent experiences occupy a great part of the totally new experiences of creative artists.32



Ma Yuan’s stories, rather than being rationally grounded in ordinary experiences and methods of reasoning, are fantastical, fabulous or surreal, and concerned in particular with transcendental experiences.

The authoritative and confident narrative voice disappears as the complete and coherent plot vanishes. Yang Xiaobin contends that


Ma Yuan dissolves the rigid model of plot and the integrity of flawless narration. … He departs from narrative totality by showing fragmentation, lacunae, and incoherence in narration by way of self-interruption and self-referentiality that question the legitimacy of the homogeneous grand narrative.33



The narrative labyrinth challenges readers’ expectations and conventions of reading. One cannot find popular exotic Tibetan stories informed by ethno-tourism in this fiction; instead, one has to unlearn them in a process of de-familiarisation. Multiple voices and perspectives in these stories encourage readers to engage with and rethink the dominant discourses on Tibet which emerge from the privileged position of a modern Han Chinese. ‘Through this de-familiarisation of subjectivities the narrative not only exposes the fictionality of the text but also the fictionality of discrete “cultural identities”.’34 The admittedly artificial nature of the fiction supports the non-rationalised way of perceiving Tibetan traditions and culture. By doing so, Ma Yuan’s fiction challenges a ‘rationality’ that stems from cultural hegemony in the consumption of both the content and the forms of popular Tibetan stories.

Although the veteran writer in the fiction reflects on the hegemonic discourses on Tibet as a primitive, exotic Other for Han Chinese, his narrative voice, and those of others in the fiction, are by no means unproblematic in understanding and interpreting Tibetan culture as a whole. The old writer attributes a homogeneous and changeless nature to Tibetan ‘tradition’, positing that ‘people here have been living this way for thousands and thousands of years’.35 He also believes that even in modern times Tibetans ‘still go on living in their own unique world of myth’.36 For him, Tibetan society is monolithic, mainly static and unchanging, exempted from the invasion of modernity, and thus offers an appealing alternative to contemporary Chinese society.

One male protagonist, Lu Gao, also emphasises the ‘spirituality’ symbolised by Tibet. He associates the beauty of a dead Tibetan girl with the meaning of human life. ‘She was a symbol like a flower, an eagle, the ocean, a snow-capped mountain, a symbol of something spiritual. The view of a beautiful girl tells you that life is real, precious, meaningful’.37 Lopez has discussed how Tibetan culture was viewed by Tibetan refugees as ‘unified, complete, and coherent’ ‘in the elaborately framed mirror of Western fantasies’.38 Here, Lu Gao’s imagination of Tibet as pure, spiritual and meaningful originates from ‘Han fantasies’, which in this story appear quite similar to the ‘Western fantasies’ discussed by Lopez. These are all constructions disconnected from the realities and needs of other cultures.

At the end of the original Chinese version of this fiction, one finds a poem entitled ‘Muge zouxiang muge’ 牧歌走向牧歌 (‘From Pastoral to Pastoral’) and attributed to Yao Liang: ‘In this way / I earnestly lay my heart bare to this highland / only to show my respect as an adult who was once a child.’39 For Yao, Liang Tibet is like the imagined childhood of Han Chinese – primitive, pure, innocent, and therefore not sufficiently ‘mature’. Looking back at the ‘non-rational’ perspective promoted by the old writer, it is clear that behind the cultural relativism lies an implicitly biased discourse on Tibet. As the complexity and plurality of Tibetan religion and culture vanish, only an essentialised, abstract image of Tibet and a homogenised Tibetan ‘tradition’ remains. Peter Damgaard offers an excellent analysis of this in a 2012 article where he argues that:


On the one hand, then, the old writer is in opposition to the public and official narrative in the PRC insofar as he questions the rhetoric of progress and liberation – the civilising project; on the other hand, however, he is implicated by his very narrative in the construction and exoticisation of the ‘authentic’ other. While seemingly celebrating the other, the old writer is also implicated in the production of new forms of power by ‘translating’ the exoticised other from a privileged position.40



Both explicit and implicit biases in understanding and presenting Tibetan culture and traditions are exposed in this fiction. In an interview with his English-language translator Herbert J Batt, Ma Yuan also shows an interest in using an abstract concept of ‘culture’ to define a person: ‘When I wrote that story’ – i.e. ‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’ – ‘I was thinking of what makes a person a person – really a person. That’s culture.’41 This may be related to the mid-1980s context, in which cultural reflection became a central concern of the literary field. Influenced by the ‘root-seeking’ literary movement, Ma Yuan also engaged in assessing differing cultural values in response to the cultural crisis of 1980s China, specifically the ‘collision’ between Eastern and Western cultures. As a result, elements of minority cultures such as Tibetan culture – e.g. ‘spirituality’ – were employed as resources to question a Westernised modernity characterised by the materialism, development, and progress pursued by China in that decade.

However, different essentialised ways of seeing and narrating Tibetan culture are strategically revealed and challenged in this work. Ma Yuan’s postmodernist style distances the cultural reconsideration and assessment expressed in his fiction from Han Chinese cultural hegemony. The non-conventional, fragmentary, incoherent stories to a great extent delegitimise the confident Han Chinese narrators, including the old writer, Lu Gao and Yao Liang. The old writer is writing a story about a Tibetan hero but, unable to finish it, he finally admits that he cannot truly understand the lives of Tibetans. Lu Gao and Yao Liang find no spirituality in photos of sky burial and are not even allowed by locals to see the actual burial. Yao Liang admits at the end of his poem that one finds hope and aspiration only during the journey to a destination, but not at the destination itself. The real Tibet and Tibetan culture are more complex than these outsiders’ imagination and the projection of their own needs. Moreover, by acknowledging the fictive nature of the story the narrator helps the reader to maintain a critical distance from the Han-centred narration. As Yang Xiaobin writes:


Ma Yuan’s Han Chinese narrator never becomes a dominant figure to whom the Tibetans are subject or a culturally detached spectator of the exotic province as the other but, rather, a person who relinquishes his fixed identity as a Han Chinese and mingles himself with a different ethnic group. Ma Yuan’s attempt to expose his identity as a Han Chinese narrator is always implicated in the self-incurred interruptions of the narrative continuity and destined to deviate into ‘self-engulfing’ impasses.42



The authority of all three Han Chinese narrators is questioned and dismantled in the deconstructive, experimental narrative styles. Revolution in literary forms therefore contains radical significances beyond form itself. Ma Yuan reveals and interrogates the unequal power relations embedded in representational conventions. The self-conscious fictionalisation and de-familiarisation adopted by his narrative voices finally leads to a critical and reflective ‘transculturality’ between Han and non-Han cultures. This transculturality is based on a new style of complicating and de-essentialising the Tibetan culture in narratives about it. It questions the popular ways of treating Tibet as the Other of Han people in terms of symbols of underdevelopment, mystery or spirituality. Therefore, the fictionality in Ma Yuan’s works serves as an effective approach to achieving such transculturality.



Tashi Dawa and ‘Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong’ (1985)

Tashi Dawa is a Tibetan-Chinese writer who was educated in a Chinese cultural environment and later actively sought his Tibetan cultural roots through Tibet-themed fictions during the 1980s. If Ma Yuan, a Han Chinese, is a Tibet outsider and his cross-cultural reflections stem from a Han Chinese standpoint, during his writing career Tashi Dawa has gradually evolved into a Tibet insider who speaks from within a ‘turbulent’ Tibetan society. ‘While Tashi Dawa’s early stories’ – i.e. those published until around 1985 – ‘portrayed Tibetan reality in Han terms, he now makes a conscious effort to understand how Tibetans perceive their surrounding world’, argued Schiaffini-Vedani.43 Tashi Dawa’s later works start from where Ma Yuan’s protagonists failed – ‘I can’t understand life as they do’.44 Tashi Dawa’s famous fictions about Tibet include ‘Xizang, jizai pishengkou shang de hun’ 西藏，系在皮绳扣上的魂 (‘Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong’),45 ‘Xizang, yinmi de suiyue’ 西藏，隐秘的岁月 (‘Tibet: The Hidden Years’)46 and ‘Saodong de Xiangbala’ 骚动的香巴拉 (‘Turbulent Shambhala’).47

Tashi Dawa’s Tibetan-themed stories are frequently described as magical realism.48 He is considered a master of this literary style, which originated in Latin America and greatly influenced Chinese ‘root-seeking’ literature in the 1980s, including works by Mo Yan and Han Shaogong. Although Tashi Dawa did admit to being influenced by North and Latin American authors such as Gabriel García Márquez and William Faulkner, his focus is on the effect of the subject matter – a Tibet that is both real and magical. ‘Tibetan culture and traditions are able to provide a writer with all the reality and magic s/he wants; we do not need to look for them abroad; we just need to look outside the window.’49 If in Ma Yuan’s works like ‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’ Tibetans who live in their unique world of myth do not think of their life as ‘mysterious’ or ‘legendary’, Tashi Dawa uses his fiction to break down the distinction between magic and reality. He looks at Tibetan cultural paradigms as an insider and invites readers to think about ‘reality’ not only as ‘rational’ but also as ‘magical’. Like Ma Yuan, Tashi Dawa uses his works to circumvent a logical or ‘rationalised’ way of viewing Tibetan culture.

While at the centre of Ma Yuan’s works, we find an abstract, mysterious and formless ‘culture’ that exists as ‘myth’ for its outsiders, for Tashi Dawa what constitutes the most representative dimension of Tibetan tradition is religion, and specifically Buddhism. He regards Buddhism as the cardinal influence on Tibetan customs and beliefs, and some literary critics have picked up on this as a major influence on his writing. The peculiar conceptualisation of time and space, and the idea that everything constitutes merely a projection of the mind, both add to the philosophical dimension of Tashi Dawa’s works.50 Lu Tonglin contends that Buddhism emerges as a powerful resource for Tashi Dawa to negate the cultural and ideological domination of Communist China.51 Tashi Dawa explains in an interview: ‘I am not a member of the Communist party [and] I am not interested in politics. … I am not a Buddhist believer. I am more interested in the role of religion in Tibetan culture than in religion per se.’52 Rather than writing Tibetan stories with an explicitly political or religious objective, Tashi Dawa explores how different religious beliefs influence the ways in which Tibetans think and live.

Let us consider, for example, how the narrator in Tashi Dawa’s most famous work, ‘Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong’ (1985) appears uncertain about the future of religion and, at the same time, surprised by its lingering and profound influence on a Tibetan society undergoing profound changes. In this work, the reader encounters two types of people, one leading a traditional way of life with religious fervour, the other leading a ‘modern’ life. The difficulty of mutual understanding between these groups epitomises a transforming Tibetan society caught up in the strong tension between tradition and modernity, between the local and the global. For Tashi Dawa, Tibetan Buddhism not only offers a mirror image for us to reflect on a transitional Tibetan society, but also represents a useful tool to question the concepts of modernity and linear history.

In ‘Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong’, while the narrator appears concerned that ‘Tibetan Lamaism’ will gradually deteriorate, an Incarnate Lama expresses a strong belief in its continuity regardless of the disappearance of some of its external forms:


Now that one of the most profound and mystical of all the world religions, Tibetan Lamaism (with it various sects), has no more reincarnated heirs, and so no more leader great or small, it appears to be nearing its last day. ‘External form determines consciousness’, I said. Incarnate Lama Sangye Dhapo shook his head in disagreement with what I said. His pupils were slowly dilating. ‘Shangri-la …’ His lips trembled. ‘The war has begun.’53



It is this Incarnate Lama’s great confidence in Tibetan Lamaism that stimulates the narrator’s interest in exploring the impact of Tibetan religion in modern times.

The entire story revolves around the tale of two young Tibetans, Tabei and Chung, and their long journey to the ‘Pure Land among humankind’. It starts as a fiction about two young people embarking on a journey,54 but the narrator ignores their exact destination and even doubts whether the two characters actually know where they are going. This incomplete story is at times narrated in a matter-of-fact tone, at times very uncertainly:


The farther they went the more the village evenings lost their natural peace and quiet, the noisier and more raucous they became, full of the roars of engines, songs, shouts. The road he was following didn’t lead to an even noisier city filled with pandemonium. Definitely not. The way they wanted to go was … .

…

‘Go on alone. I don’t want to go on following you every day, walking, walking, walking. You don’t know where you’re going, so you just roam around forever’. ‘Woman, you don’t understand anything’. On the contrary, he was one who did know which way to go.55

‘Where do you mean to go?’ the old man asked.

‘I … I don’t know’. For the first time Tabei felt uncertain about his destination. He didn’t know which way he should continue.

The old man understood what was on his mind. He pointed out the window to a mountain behind him and said, ‘Nobody’s ever gone that way. … They say there’s only one way out of all those gullies. All the other roads lead to death. And the road to life has no markings’. Tabei looked gravely at the old man.

‘That’s a legend. I don’t know what kind of world that road leads to’. The old man murmured, shaking his head.

Tabei decided to go that way.56



In the narrator’s story, Tabei’s aspiration to reach a religious dreamland is not shared by the people of ‘X’, a modern Tibetan village, because they have already entered the dystopian time that followed the failure of communism. Instead, villagers are now fascinated by a new ‘myth’ of social development and progress marked by material gains. What embodies this new ‘myth’ is a tractor – a symbol of modernisation – that fatally injures Tabei, a firm Buddhist believer. The metaphorical meaning of the story is clear: the communist paradise promoted in the Mao era is proven to be an illusion, while Buddhist salvation and religious belief have been excluded by the dominant discourses of modernity in the post-Mao era.

Only after Incarnate Lama Sangye Dhapo re-tells his entire story does the narrator begin to understand that it has a religious trajectory with a clear direction:


As you climb across snowcapped Kelong Mountain and stand in the lines of the palm print of the Lotus Master, do not pursue, do not seek. In prayer you shall understand, in understanding you shall see a vision. In all the lines of the wrinkles in Lotus Master’s palm print there is only one path of life that leads to the Pure Land among humankind.57



The narrator then decides to go to Kelong Mountain on his own to search for his characters. But on his way to find Tabei and Chung in the Lotus Master’s palm print he has to experience a dreamlike time and space – something entirely opposite to linear time and rational spatial arrangement:


At first I suspected the entire phenomenon before my eyes was an illusory change in the shape of external objects, an effect of my prolonged solitude. But immediately I rejected that notion. My thoughts were still logical, my memory and analytical faculties were still functioning. The sun was still traveling from east to west, the universe was still following the laws of physical motion, day and night still followed one another. But my watch was still racing backward, and the day of the week and the date were still reversing, and all this must have confused my biological clock and given me the sensation of disembodiment.58



After mysteriously experiencing non-linear time and a reconfigured space at odds with the idea of modernity, the narrator finally finds his two characters and communicates with them. Similar to the story in Ge Fei’s ‘Encounter’, after his experience of Tibetan religion and culture the British coloniser Younghusband’s ‘most fundamental, deep-seated notions had somehow incomprehensibly changed – even his notion of time itself’.59 The notion of time lies at the heart of the tension between tradition and modernity. Peter Osborne, in his book The Politics of Time: Modernity and Avant-Garde, asks a key question: ‘what kind of time does “modernity” inscribe?’60 He finds that,


[I]nsofar as ‘modernity’ is understood as a periodizing category … it sets up a differential between the character of its own time and that which precedes it. This differential formed the basis for the transformation in the late eighteenth century in the meaning of the concepts of ‘progress’ and ‘development’, which makes them the precursors of later, twentieth-century concepts of modernization.61 …

Such histories are modernizing in the sense that the results of synchronic comparisons are ordered diachronically to produce a scale of development which defines ‘progress’ in terms of the projection of certain people’s presents as other people’s futures, at the level of the development of history as a whole.62



Here Osborne explains how the concept of progress is projected onto an understanding of a homogenised time. This provides the basis for colonial discourses that convince some people to accept other people’s presents as their futures. In this story by Tashi Dawa, however, the notions of progress, development, and linear history are suspended. There is no normative concept of ‘tradition’ as backward and therefore opposed to ‘modernity’ – understood as characterised by economic development and linear progress. In another of Tashi Dawa’s stories, ‘Tibet: The Hidden Years’, circular time – seen as central to the Tibetans’ concept of history – is deliberately employed to structure the storyline.63

As a modern citizen, the narrator in ‘Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong’ shows an ambiguous attitude towards the protagonists who have inherited religious beliefs. At first, he wants to use logic and rationality to downplay their faith:


Finally, trusting to luck, I lowered my lips to Tabei’s ear and tried to persuade him, whispering explanations he could almost understand, that the place he wanted to find didn’t exist, that it was only like Thomas More’s Utopia, nothing more.

Too late. It was impossible now, at his life’s last instant, to persuade him to cast aside a faith forged over so many years. He rolled over and laid his ear to the ground …

‘This isn’t the voice of God, my child. It’s a summons to struggle for all the world – bells, horns, a chorus’. This was all I could say. I don’t know if he heard me or not.64



Schiaffini argues that in some of Tashi Dawa’s works, the ‘same representations that seem to encourage tolerance and respect for Tibetan culture sometimes cast a shadow of pessimism and passivity, as characters appear trapped in a circular dominium that forces them to repeat their progenitor’s lives’.65 My analysis shows that the modernist narrator in Tashi Dawa’s most famous magical realist fictional narrative, ‘Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong’, offers his religious protagonists no way out into modern society. This is the case with Tabei. His curiosity about a tractor, which symbolises modern technology, only causes him to suffer a fatal injury. It appears that there is no reconciliation between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’.

As the story proceeds, the narrator finds the fatal ending arranged for Buddhist believer Tabei to be arbitrary and begins to reflect on it. He reconsiders the authority and power he has, and sees it as stemming from a privileged position as a modern person living in a ‘great age’.


Now too late, I discovered the truth: these abandoned children of mine were endowed with a life and will of their own. Letting Chung and Tabei walk out of that manila envelope had been an irreparable mistake. Why to this day have I been unable to portray the image of the ‘new man’, the ‘new woman’? Now that I’ve created these characters, their every action has become an unalterable fact. If someone were to call me to account as to why in this great age I’ve permitted them to exist, what could I answer?

Maybe he understood everything. He curled up as if he were cold and closed his eyes as if he was going to sleep. I laid Tabei down, knelt at his side, and smoothed out his tattered clothing. Beside his body I arranged stones in an ‘Om’. My right hand had left a bloodstain on his shirt. I felt guilty. Was I the one who had killed him? More than once in the past I’ve sent other protagonists of mine off on the road to death. It’s something I have to examine myself about.

‘Now there’s only me. I’m all alone’, Chung lamented.

‘You are not going to die, Chung’, I said. I looked up at her. ‘You’ve endured the ordeal of this journey, and I can gradually shape you into a new human being.’ And in her sincere eyes I saw hope.66



The narrator begins to realise that his characters have wills and agency of their own. They have gone through ‘the ordeal of this journey’, they were attracted to the modern world, but still adhered to their faith. In the story, they are fated not to find a way out in the modern world, and this simply represents a projection by a modern narrator onto a ‘primitive’, ‘traditional’ Other. Tashi Dawa adopts a style of metafiction similar to Ma Yuan’s and such a style exposes the hierarchical relationship between the narrator and the people represented in the fictional narrative. What sort of ‘new human being’ the narrator wants to construct is not clearly explained in the story. It also remains ambiguous whether he is attempting to rewrite the fate of Chung according to dominant discourses of modernity. When the narrator shows his sympathy and respect for these characters who hold fast to an ideal of traditional Tibetan culture, does the idea of a ‘new human being’ change? The question of whether it is possible for the experience of modernity to merge with a persistent faith in a cultural ideal and become a new type of identity remains unanswered. In this story, the characters intervene in the representational regime and engage in self-representation – although this is still conveyed through the voice of the narrator. These characters could represent active social agents imagined by the author to be able to search for their own fate, to reflect from within current Tibetan society, and to reimagine a new Tibet. In this new Tibet, traditional and religious culture could still find a significant place and play an indispensable role in constructing a new human being who may have a different understanding of the future of Tibet.

The category of postmodernism is one seldom used by literary critics to interpret Tashi Dawa’s writing, but if one compares it to Ma Yuan’s fictional narratives it becomes clear that postmodernist techniques, like de-familiarisation and metafiction, are employed by both these authors of avant-garde fiction. The voices of the narrators in many of Ma Yuan’s works deliberately reveal the fabricated nature of the stories they tell. In the representative work by Tashi Dawa analysed here, this voice appears to acknowledge the arbitrariness of characterisation and plot structure. It also reflects on the way it is used to describe and handle its characters, and gradually admits that the Lamaist believers might have more agency and power than it was previously assumed. The strong religious beliefs of these characters invite the readers to re-examine their normative notions of progress, happiness, life, and even notions of space and time, informed by discourses of modernity.



Conclusion

The narratives on Tibet examined in this chapter acknowledge and highlight the artificiality of fictional writing itself. The authoritative and confident voices of what can be described as Han Chinese narrators or modernist narrators are deconstructed in the process of storytelling. The alienating effect created by these works leads readers to question the narrative voice itself. This clarifies the position of the narrator as an ethnic-majority subject – a modern, normative, and rational Han Chinese in the act of objectifying a primitive, non-modern, exotic, minority Other.

In both ‘The Spell of the Gangtise Mountains’ and ‘Tibet: A Soul Knotted on a Leather Thong’, the narrators present their self-reflections on dominant discourses of Tibet and these are challenged by the active participation of the characters in the telling of these stories. By renouncing a rational or logical way of representing Tibetan culture and a linear historiography, the narrative voices are able to enter the story and redefine the ‘new human being’ based on new understandings of Tibetan culture. In this way, the dominant, normative, essentialised way of seeing and narrating non-Han culture is challenged. The reform of narrative techniques finally facilitates transcultural reflection.

Chinese avant-garde fiction writers as exemplified by Ma Yuan and Tashi Dawa are pioneering in their representations of cross-cultural subject matters, that is, across cultures of majority and minority ethnicities within China. They invest not only in the content, as in the representation of a non-Han culture and encounters between Han and Tibetan people, but also in narrative forms of how to represent non-Han cultures. They turn their reflective attitudes towards history and culture into experiments in literary form and narrative strategy. Their challenges to dichotomous thinking about traditional and modern, a normative Han and a heterogeneous Tibet, are supported by unconventional, de-familiarised and deconstructive ways of writing. Tibetan religion, customs and culture are objects of observation and inspiration for their adoption of the storytelling mode. Their postmodernist literary skills help them problematise and deconstruct the othering and objectified manner of representation from the perspective of a rational, normative, Han Chinese narrator. These techniques also support the author’s interrogation of normative notions of progress, happiness, life, history and even notions of space and time informed by discourses of modernity.

This chapter has argued that both Ma Yuan as a reflective outsider, and Tashi Dawa as a reflective insider in Tibet, display transcultural literary experiments informed by their Tibetan experiences and Western modernist and postmodernist literary practices. They use innovative literary forms to negotiate both Han-centrism and dominant discourses of modernity in the literary representation of non-Han Others. If one can find an element of transculturality in the writings of these avant-garde fiction authors, it lies in the deconstruction of the power relationship in a series of binary oppositions: tradition vs modernity, centre vs border, rational vs mysterious, religious vs secular, self vs other, as well as reality vs fiction. The boundaries of different ethnic cultures are actually structured by the operation of these binary oppositions within hegemonic discourses of Han-centrism and modernity. These critical and reflective transcultural perspectives supported by innovative literary experiments represent a key contribution to contemporary Chinese literature by writers of avant-garde fiction from the 1980s.
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There are … real places, actual places, places that are designed into the very institution of society, which are sorts of actually realized utopias in which the real emplacements that can be found within the culture are, at the same time, represented, contested, and reversed, sorts of places that are outside all places, although they are actually localizable. Because they are utterly different from all the emplacements that they reflect or refer to, I shall call these places ‘heterotopias’.1




Dark Utopia 2, Utopia Group and Asia Scene

This chapter discusses a piece of language art entitled Hei’an wutuobang er 黑暗乌托邦二 (Dark Utopia 2) (Figures 7.1a–d). Authored by Deng Dafei, it consists of a video-recorded installation based on a poem written by the artist in 2014. Dark Utopia 2 can be examined from a number of conceptual angles; as a critique of the new urban-rural divide, for example, or as a piece of ruins art, or as a dystopian portrayal of contemporary China. I will touch upon all of these, but primarily I will look at this work in the context of the collective projects of Utopia Group and Asia Scene.


[image: a) A wooden structure bearing a line from the poem Dark Utopia. The line has been lit on fire. b) A video clip of Dark Utopia 2 showing Deng Dafei speaking into a megaphone. He is standing on the roadside at night. This is Beijing Beyond the Fifth Ring Road, fifteenth January 2014. c) A car stops in front of a wooden structure bearing a line from the poem Dark Utopia that has been set on fire at night. d) A wooden structure bearing a line from the poem Dark Utopia that has been set on fire at night. The wooden structure stands on a road.]
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Figure 7.1a–b Deng Dafei 邓大非, Hei’an wutuobang er 黑暗乌托邦二 (Dark Utopia 2), 2014 (video clip). Courtesy of Deng Dafei.
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Figure 7.1c–d Continued.


Deng Dafei was born in 1975 in Jinzhou 锦州, Liaoning 辽宁 province, studied art at the China Academy of Art in Hangzhou 杭州, and then moved to Beijing, where, in 2008, he founded the Utopia Group (Wutuobang xiaozu 乌托邦小组)2 together with fellow artist He Hai 何海.3 The Utopia Group dedicates itself to the organisation of a series of art events and works, aiming to involve the general public, social groups and individuals, and bring awareness of some pressing cultural issues in their life-world. For example, in 2008 the Utopia Group launched the ‘Family Museum Project’ (Jiating meishuguan jihua 家庭美术馆计划), which consisted of temporary mini-exhibitions held in the homes of volunteer families in Shanghai, thus drawing the attention of the families involved, as well as of the general public, to the precarious living conditions of today’s migrant workers in the Chinese metropolis. In 2009, while on a three-month residency in Huntly, Scotland, Deng Dafei and He Hai worked on the life of nineteenth-century sinologist and missionary James Legge (1815–1897). The result of such fieldwork was a collective art event entitled Jiyi migong 记忆迷宫 (English title: Parade), during which the artists involved random local inhabitants in a half-mourning, half-­carnival parade, featuring mismatched Chinese funeral rites and Scottish dance and music. The improvised performers, being unaware of the meaning of the Chinese ritualistic elements they themselves were carrying out, contributed to the staging of a colossal cultural misunderstanding.4 In 2014 and 2015 Deng Dafei collaborated with Asia Scene (Yazhou xianchang 亚洲现场), a collective launched by artist He Jinwei 何晋渭.5 Asia Scene promotes a critical stance on the contemporary market-oriented Chinese art world, attempting to move art away from the museum and the gallery and into the ‘scene’, or in live action,6 to ‘renovate the semantics of art’7 and smooth down uneven power relationships between margins and centres.

The context within which Asia Scene and Utopia Group operate is one defined by Deng Xiaoping’s 邓小平 (1904–1997) policy of economic ‘Reform and Opening up’ (gaige kaifang 改革开放). Since the inception of this policy in 1979, China’s market has been welcoming a number of liberalising practices and has gradually allowed for the commodification of urban space and housing to match the new demands of the booming economy and the urban growth that comes with it. This important political shift was euphemistically encapsulated in Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 slogan ‘a socialist market economy with Chinese characteristics’, renamed by some commentators as ‘neoliberalism with Chinese characteristics’. In the 2000s this reconfiguration of the Chinese urban social space has been exacerbating conflicts in the exponential multiplication of demolition and relocation, leading to uneven, contentious, volatile and uncertain social conditions that have brought about chronic spatial and social dysfunction. As Li Zhang documents in his book Strangers in the City, in the post-Mao era, nearly a hundred million peasants have left the countryside to work in the cities, becoming the social group that has been most disadvantaged, as they are employed on temporary contracts, receive low salaries and live in precarious accommodations.8

Another important effect of the liberalising practices of the ‘Reform and Opening up’ policy has been the gradual, but steady influx of foreign capital that has contributed to a transformation of the ways in which cultural institutions, including galleries, publishing houses and film studios, are managed and supported. From being under the sole tutelage of the government, cultural institutions and organisations have entered the marketplace and its logic of competition to attract consumers and make a profit. As noted by Liu Kang, professor of comparative literature and cultural studies at Duke University:


gaige kaifang … fully embraces the logic of the market and accepts the rules set forth by the dominant power of global capitalism … This ideological triumph is bolstered by the dominance of global communication and information systems, a global entertainment industry and popular culture, and a global intellectual marketplace.9



The rapid economic modernisation, the historical condition of globalisation and the general rise of popular culture have also favoured a shift in aesthetic trends and values. For some ‘pop masters’ (popu dashi 泼普大师) of Chinese contemporary art,10 the rise of the market and of popular culture has opened new horizons, diversified cultural production and produced best-sellers. As Tsinghua University professor Wang Ning has discussed in relation to Chinese writers and intellectuals in general:


Some of them simply view this change as a sort of negative escape from political and social responsibility, which is characterized by undermining the incomplete project of Chinese modernity since the May 4th period in 1919 which marked the beginning of the new Chinese culture and literature … It is not strange that other more open-minded scholars take a different attitude toward the rise of popular culture and literature, looking upon it as a remarkable beginning for intellectuals to seek a new public sphere in a long-territorialized political and cultural domain, and for writers to depend on their own creative products rather than upon the support, both political and financial, offered by the government.11



Inevitably, and in its initial phase, the post-socialist modernisation of gaige kaifang indeed made it possible for the cultural sphere to expand not only its market, but also its audiences; it increased cultural plurality and allowed experimentation with various kinds of styles, media and techniques. One major reaction to the previous ubiquity of politicalness was to break free from clear-cut political associations, as well as from the ethical intention of determining social change and solving social problems. Artists, writers, critics and scholars aimed at exploring more uncertain and hybrid directions, turning towards playfulness and political satire, amusing and de-mystifying rather than teaching and elevating.12 Whereas the motivation and approach of the artistic expression of the previous generations have often been seen as revealing an ‘obsession with China’,13 the new generation can perhaps more aptly be considered as entertaining a ‘flirtation with China’.14

In recognising this shift in artistic approaches and attitudes, however, we should not simplify what is in fact an incredibly complex and diverse artistic environment and overlook other widespread, albeit less clamorous trends. Naturally, the social and cultural tensions – ‘the fundamental and irreconcilable contradictions of globalization’, as Liu Kang calls them15 – have determined a whole range of trends and counter-trends. Dozens of artists who may not have an explicit political project of revolt or revolution, but who are clearly dissatisfied with the lack of critical distance, are working to expose the negative outcome of rampant market forces and express dissent towards conformism in art and in intellectual life. Their works employ a wide array of genres, from painting, to installations, to photography, to video, and show their commitment to thinking seriously about the social and political aspects of their creative initiatives. They enthusiastically offer their individual and collective responses to current topics and issues, such as globalisation, ecology, migration, urban development and other social phenomena which have been prominent since the 1990s.

This swelling corpus of work is moving away from the museum and the art gallery, straight into the scene, among the people, in the urban, rural and natural environment. Many artists are taking on an examination of the dimensions of China’s uneven socio-economic development, with heartfelt concern for the fierce impact of China’s urban restructuring on the territory and the lives of the workers involved in it. For example, between nostalgia and satire, Yang Yongliang’s 杨泳梁 (b. 1980) Shanshui wuyin 山水舞垠 (Infinite landscape, 2011) and Shenshi shanshui 蜃市山水 (Phantom landscape, 2010) are digital pieces that appear like traditional landscape ink paintings, but are in fact still-camera videos of a mass of city sounds, freeways, cars, trucks and aeroplanes, crowds of construction workers, all of which is documenting the changing urban landscape. Similarly, Yao Lu’s 姚璐 (b. 1967) photographic pieces, which also appear at first glance like traditional misty landscapes, are in fact portrait landscapes of discarded plastic bags and garbage – a strong comment on the ecological impact of the fast-paced transformation of Chinese cities.16 Jiang Pengyi 蒋鹏奕 (b. 1977) is another striking young artist who has addressed the theme of construction and destruction in his series Bu bei zhuce de chengshi 不被注册的城市 (Unregistered City, 2008–2010), in which he photographs models of modern skyscrapers and other urban architectural elements that have been staged as discarded in a bleak, abandoned world.

The artists grouped around the Asia Scene, among whom Deng Dafei is a prominent member, provide more incisive examples of these social concerns. Conceptually, Asia Scene does not just refer to a geographical location with its own borders, but to a shared critical discourse conducted by an unfixed number of ten to twenty artists and intellectuals from roughly the same generation, born between the mid-1960s and the early 1980s, many coming from Sichuan province while others from various other places in China. They look at primarily Chinese but also other Asian local societies, cultures, artistic expressions and individuals, with a critical stance of contestation towards those market forces that are determining a dramatic change in the environment as well as a cultural identity. The project wants to ‘renovate the semantics of art’17 with the legitimate and commendable aim of ‘redressing’ uneven power relationships between margins and centres.18

Everything in Asia Scene screams grassroots, from the language and materials used, to the source of inspiration, to the performative scene of artistic expression. Asia Scene gathers together a growing number of Chinese artists,19 curators and scholars who are critical towards pressing social issues such as the global and local processes of urbanisation, rural and urban depauperisation, and market deregulation that has moved great numbers of people towards the urban centres, leaving behind the countryside and its sense of community.20 These are the Chinese artists who agree not to conform to the cynicism and opportunism of the pop masters of the 1990s. They all share a desire to bridge the gap between art and the people and cross the borders of China with neighbouring countries.21 Although the term ‘Asia’ in the name is rather significant for the programmatic intents of the group, who want to perform their work in Asia, rather than in China alone, I argue that the term ‘scene’ here is of particular importance in these artists’ endeavours, determining the aesthetic aims and goals of all the activities of the group. The group as such is in ever-changing formation, ready to include or exclude new artists on the basis of their individual works and their aesthetic principles, rather than of their affiliations to stylistic techniques. As demonstrated by the first artistic activities of the group, primary concerns are current social issues and the recuperation of historical and cultural relics through artistic intervention. The artistic sites are the demolished Chinese cities, which migrant labour forces are helping to reconstruct, and the contrasting country villages they left behind.

For Asia Scene, migration also serves as a metaphor for transculturality between country and city, domestic and international, and as a model to connect with different local environments and which translates into the active art form of itinerant exhibitions – the ‘floating scene’ (liudong xianchang 流动现场).22 Working with the concept of transculturality in the case of Asia Scene and Utopia Group is fruitful because it qualifies an artistic scene as movable, floating, transiting through and engaging with different geographical and social spaces. In combination with these spaces and their cultural specificities, these works of art assume a variety of forms and patterns that can be understood as contemporary avant-garde cultural practices. Themes are very varied, from history to religion, to migration, to society, but are always critical and in overt opposition to the static display of art in the museum or the gallery, which is detached from the noise of daily life, and confined to shallow entertainment or narrow individual introspection. A critical attitude towards the rural and urban aftermaths of ‘neoliberalism with Chinese characteristics’ is pronounced and easily detected, although I believe that we should distinguish between activism and artistic ambitions and goals, especially when measuring these artistic outcomes as social change.

In programmatic statements by He Jinwei, the founder of Asia Scene, there is a recurrent emphasis on the importance of repairing the disjunction between art and society, and recuperating the cultural and historical heritage of the rural areas which is compromised by urban development. The urban is in his view the space of broken promises, a ‘myth’ that only leads to disillusionment, loneliness, and the corruption of ethical values. The familiar reification of the city in the city-country divide from the early twentieth century is revisited in a contemporary anti-neoliberal vein.23 Thus, the sites of the first activities of the Asia Scene group, in August and October 2014, consisted of the demolished urban village of Xiaohe 小河, the strongly urbanised Wuhan 武汉 and Beijing, and the rural areas of Tianshui 天水 and Qingyang 庆阳 in Gansu 甘肃, symbolically situated on the Silk Road. A second round of live art by an enlarged Asia Scene group was entitled Bianjie yu bianyuan 边界与边缘 (Border and Margin) and extended to the multi-ethnic site of Pingxiang 凭祥 in Guangxi 广西 and the cities of Đồng Đăng and Lạng Sơn in Vietnam.24 These are the sites that Asia Scene opened up as fields for live artistic activity and, in many cases, they are also the places that provide the actual raw materials for art.

In sites of this kind, which are considered by these artists to be emblematic of a dilapidated, hopeless, and irrational China, Guangxi photographer A Nuo 阿诺 (b. 1983) produces postcards with photographs of demolished buildings.25 He Jian 何剑 (b. 1978) writes slogans in red on concrete blocks taken from pillars razed to the ground.26 He Jinwei projects colourful, dazzling urban scenes onto bleak multi-story buildings.27 Zhang Bin 张濒 (b. 1966) paints the human body on a discarded armchair on top of a heap of ruins.28 Xing Xin 幸鑫 (b. 1981) plants grains of corn on the hard rock of Qingyan.29 Li Jikai 李继开 (b. 1975) paints on dry blocks of yellow earth.30 And Deng Dafei and He Hai carve a prostrate, defeated man on huge concrete slabs, on a demolition site, and then make monochromatic relief prints on delicate sheets of rice paper.31 All of these artists from the Asia Scene collective engage with the extended idea of demolition and creation in the ‘surplus’ urban space, raising questions about the relationship between art and the social – or art and the urban fabric, as defined by market demands.

Exhibiting his work on many occasions, and in different places,32 Deng Dafei defined his collaboration with the collective Asia Scene in 2014 and 2015 as a ‘self-marginalised escape from the city’, which however does not take one to the peace and tranquillity of the countryside, but to the edge of another city.33 Such an idea of re-territorialisation is also central in Dark Utopia 2.

Deng Dafei’s contribution to the 2014 Asia Scene itinerant exhibition featured concrete slabs among the ruins of demolished buildings. Ruins are a preferred material which recurs frequently in the work of the artists of both Utopia Group and Asia Scene. Ruins bear in them the meaning of a conflict, testifying to the violence of the demolition as well as the resistance to that demolition. In a continual, wide-scale transformation, China’s urban landscape is constantly being demolished and built up, demolished and built up. If some areas are as yet untouched, the rhythmic din of demolition and reconstruction from the sites surrounding them serves as a reminder that it will not be long before these buildings will be knocked down, too: China’s vigorous urbanisation process generates ruins. Migrant workers are of course heavily involved in the construction of mega-cities, and they live around the residual urban spaces, interstitial sites that have not yet been organised by urban developers – places that have a certain degree of semantic emptiness, having been temporarily left aside by the market-dictated planning of urban spaces. As Deng Dafei notes, migrants are the informal actors of urban development and they live around the ruins, together with college graduates looking for cheap rents, artists, local residents waiting to be moved back, as well as low- and middle-income workers working in city centres. These re-territorialised residents have histories and cultures, and have to adapt not only to a


peripatetic lifestyle, and short-term leases, but also to a sense of danger because of not knowing whether one’s own apartment will be earmarked for demolition. Such an experience of instability is always accompanied by the construction of shopping centres and residential districts named in European style, as well as continuous GDP growth.34



Ruins are the surplus of China’s urbanisation process, the other side of modernisation, the anti-utopia. People may be excited about the future, but for Deng Dafei, the Utopia Group, and Asia Scene, ruins possess


buried seeds of memory, sadness, uneasiness and frustration … Ruin is a poem, one that will be silent after night falls, for in the noisy and crowded city this is the only place where there is no light at night … Ruins offer me a free space; this is a temporary space without rules or walls and one that has lost its function of public expression.35





Dark Utopia 2


Dark Utopia 2 was exhibited at Asia Scene’s collective exhibition in 2015, and is now in the Swiss Uli Sigg collection and in the German Daimler Art Collection, in Berlin. It consists of a video of an installation, based on a poem the artist wrote in 2014, and shows the lines of the poem in big wooden structures that are set on fire at night, in various suburban places, outside Beijing’s Fifth Ring Road: at a crossroad, at the entrance of a village, close to a dam, in a dead-end street, at a demolition site, in an abandoned village.

The text of the poem is rather simple, and almost all of it is read aloud by an outside declamatory voice that slowly and clearly recites it, without any attempt at expressive intonation. The only two lines that are shouted by an actor in the scene are the fourth and fifth lines, which state the place and time. Below is my own translation of Deng Dafei’s original text, the lines arranged according to the sequence of the scenes in the video, and the reading voice.36

Dark Utopia 2

Night

Dark

Cold

This is Beijing beyond the Fifth Ring,

on 15 January 2014

Light shines

in the dark,

but darkness

rejects light

I despair

regret

depressed

hopeless

Lonely

Snowden

can’t be seen

Beijing beyond the Fifth Ring

no tears

no pity

no sympathy

never

express

depression

never

express

hate

I seem to have been

heartlessly abandoned

Look,

all around

deep abysses!

Are you forcing me to curse

you, bloody sun?

How could you throw

me the darkness?

NO!

A clearly political message is sketched through the reference to Edward Snowden,37 and the adoption of the common trope of the sun for Chairman Mao, which also creates a straightforward metaphorical play between light and darkness afflicting the poetic persona. The artist has also stated that in realising this work in such a way he was inspired by Mao Zedong’s ‘A Single Spark Can Start a Prairie Fire’, a text that Mao wrote on 5 January 1930 to criticise dissenting and pessimistic views which were circulating in the Party and were sceptical about the expected outcome of the revolution. As the passage below encapsulates:


All China is littered with dry faggots which will soon be aflame. The saying, ‘A single spark can start a prairie fire’, is an apt description of how the current situation will develop. We need only look at the strikes by the workers, the uprisings by the peasants, the mutinies of soldiers and the strikes of students which are developing in many places to see that it cannot be long before a ‘spark’ kindles ‘a prairie fire’.38



This reference confirms Deng Dafei’s critical engagement and commitment. The poem is ambiguous, as it refers to the ‘sun’ in an imprecation, as if considering it to be responsible for the staged situation. And yet in recognising Mao’s talk as the main inspiration for this piece, the artist is attaching to the former leader the role of a nostalgic symbol of the romantic rebel. If Mao Zedong and his revolutionary theory can be recast as favouring cultural revolution over economic development, then referring to him in the emblematic setting of neoliberal restructuring in present-day China reveals a clear statement of dissent. Put into contrast with China’s current political project, in which economic development and the market are more important than anything else, Mao’s revolutionary theory invites a moment of reflection. Thus in spite of the general claim that our times are post-revolutionary, Dark Utopia 2 witnesses the presence in today’s Chinese art of a revolutionary legacy that is both invoked and called into question. If my reading of this work is plausible, then Dark Utopia 2 can be seen as a reflection on the continuing significance of theories of revolution, especially as they were addressed in the work of Mao Zedong, with his emphasis on the relationship between human capital and creativity.

Deng Dafei made another piece entitled Dark Utopia. Therefore, Dark Utopia 2 most probably refers back to its predecessor. However, I wonder whether here we should consider Mao’s dream of revolution as Deng Dafei’s implied Utopia 1, i.e. the utopia of eradicating poverty and human exploitation, and moving towards a modern and emancipated society.39 Development continues to take place without leading to the realisation of those dreams of emancipation, and there is a kind of grieving or melancholy with respect to the ideals of the modern era, a sense of disarray. If the revolution is utopian, presenting an image that is not real but an ideal, perfected version of society, then Dark Utopia 2 is dystopian, as the attribute ‘dark’ in the title would suggest, or heterotopian, that is, in Foucault’s terminology,40 the space of otherness, where things are different, as in the parallel life-world of Beijing’s suburbia. The work is clearly set in a socio-political framework, all the way from its title to its installation. The lines of the poem and the locations chosen for their installation depict resentful and depressive feelings, but the fire renders them sublime, and in the dark the flames add drama to the sculptured lines. The burning lines are not just visible, they also make sounds, as if the flames make the characters sigh, one after the other, their sparks consumed by the darkness of the city. Such a sublime rift, in typical Romantic fashion, intermixes transcendence with awe, pleasure with pain. Precarious lives are on the verge of catching fire, as in the lines from Bei Dao’s 北岛 (b. 1949) poem ‘Sower’:


and the crops I burn

send up the wolf-smoke of warning fires41



Dark Utopia 2 crosses many boundaries, being at once a video, a sculpture, a sound poem, and an installation. But in view of what I see as its primary aims and goals, I regard it as a sculpture. In fact, my primary theoretical reference for the interpretation of this work is provided by American art theorist Rosalind Krauss. In particular, I refer to her essay ‘Sculpture in the Extended Field’ published in 1979, where a useful distinction between various forms of sculptures is provided. In this essay, Krauss eminently demonstrates that modernist sculpture is linked to the idea of the monument, that is to say, the idea that the sculpture can be moved anywhere, without losing its significance. In contrast with such a notion of sculpture, Krauss recognises that at the end of the 1960s, artists started pushing the concept of sculpture towards the outer environment, into the landscape, and into architecture. Krauss charts what she calls a ‘fading of the logic of the monument’,42 a direct intervention into natural or built environments, and the combination of different media in their practices. For Krauss, sculpture’s expanded field emerged as a symptom of the loss of aesthetic and historical bearings that accompanied the transition from modernism to postmodernism. Krauss’s theoretical work further develops Daniel Buren’s uncompromisingly site-specific approach, where the artist and theorist chooses to make work in situ and in response to a particular location, to prompt a reading of the work’s surroundings rather than just the work itself.43 Both artists have approached art as explicitly dependent on the place in which is made. They locate and maintain a poised critical voice, in viewing an object as solemnly stating something about its environment, and its social relations.

Accordingly, the significance of Dark Utopia 2 is very much dependent on the place in which it is installed – the suburban context of Beijing. The very locations of these structures are in fact part of the work, and are relevant to the significance of the entire work. Or, to put it differently, the work becomes relevant only in the space of its installation. Deng has provided a short rationale for the locations chosen for this piece:


In the outskirts of the ever-expanding city of Beijing, these are the places that are easily forgotten, where migrant workers live, the so-called antizens’ agglomeration areas. In the daytime, these same places are very noisy, full of tumultuous crowds, dirty restaurants, rundown buildings, and crime. Trucks carrying sand, soil, and cement come and go, for everything here is in a precarious, temporary state of flux, on the verge of being demolished. This is an anti-Utopian space, a grey zone in sharp contrast with the harmonious society.44



The video thus highlights the accidental instant of sublimation occurring in the collision between living circumstances, public environments and (lack of) ideology. The structures of Dark Utopia 2 somewhat resemble the structures used during engineering works to block the way or warn the public of work in progress. The fire however makes these structures menacing, rather than protective, and whereas they could mark construction, they effectively mark destruction. This is of course in itself an overtly political statement, calling into question the ways the planning of the city is operating.

By making the lines of this poem three-dimensional Deng Dafei is literally working with the materiality of language too. He makes them real-world objects, alive, burning, something to be looked at and heard, something that enables the urban environment and makes the city communicative. The lines become sculptural objects, made sublime by the act of burning. The image of fire refers to Mao’s text, but also comments on the contemporary experience of language, so that we can visually perceive how the interventions in cities are shaping them, or simply and literally burning them down. At a gestural, factual level, the making of these linguistic objects that are in flames and soon destroyed, may signify the making of things that lead to nothing, a sense of purpose that has no functional goal, except being ephemerally visible.45

Embracing historical perspectives in art, enquiring into space as a social construct, Dark Utopia 2 is at once language art, sculpture, anti-sculpture, and non-umental object.46 Echoing Lefebvre’s notion of space,47 it encourages us to consider the social and political conditions under which art is made in the first place, assuming that these conditions are not an empty container where artistic practice happens to be situated, but that they sculpt the space in which art is made. The space that is materialised through sculpture is not a tabula rasa, a vacuum. It is always already occupied by a number of realities, social relations, financial problems, memories, and hopes. Each space prescribes its own possibilities and limitations. Thus Dark Utopia 2 also implies that art and culture are spatial, that they are expressed spatially, and that space is cultural, is shaped by culture. Deng Dafei has occupied the cracks of this new Chinese space, and if we look at Dark Utopia 2 as the measure of Chinese culture by the spaces it produces, we will find in this work an accurate report on contemporary China.

Reading Dark Utopia 2 within this cultural space, involving not only aesthetics but also history, economics, sociology and politics, will show that the past despotism that saw both Chinese and Western books burned in public has given way to another kind of despotism, one fed by the market.48 Deng Dafei’s enquiry in his social space probes into what is happening at the level of time, space and social community. He expresses uncertainty about the outcomes of economic development and uncertainty about the identity of the human individual in this condition of improbable immateriality.

The demolished sites chosen by Deng Dafei and his fellow artists as their artistic space refute the idea of materiality as ‘solidity’. This is even more emphatically expressed by the processual ephemeral materiality of fire. Fire is not matter, it is something that troubles our notions of matter. It produces heat and devours materials while illuminating all around it. It is constantly moving and can appear to be alive, with its breath-like sounds and ever-changing shapes. Mysterious, powerful and threatening, fire is also inherently perceived as danger. In Dark Utopia 2, fire both choreographically discloses the forms of the sculpture and consumes them, eventually dissolving the objects into ashes. It is impermanent and transforms, and as a medium fire also crosses boundaries. Immaterial, almost like air, but hotter, fire shares many qualities with both air and breath. Like the sparks of Mao’s metaphor, fire cannot be confined, deterritorialising in the process of destruction. But it could also imply an immaterialisation of our relationship to the world and to each other: there is no such thing as matter and the only thing that exists is energy. The immateriality of the ephemeral is nevertheless choreographed and performed, as the sculptures burn.



Concluding remarks

Our present historical condition has superseded the East-West opposition of the Cold War era, and replaced it with what Berkeley historian Wang Hui defines as the ‘decline of representation’,49 a global discontent of the post-revolution, a condition in which art, literature and the whole cultural sphere are seen as incapable of offering any kind of effective and concrete political commitment. In an increasingly burnt-out world, exhausted, reduced to ruins and emotionally drained by the summation of exploitative practices, ecological disasters and social fragmentation, Deng Dafei, the Utopia Group, and Asia Scene have chosen to put real social questions and the context of large-scale urban restructuring on their artistic agenda.

Dark Utopia 2 is an in situ intervention that underscores China’s urban social instability, sharing art with the interstitial urban space, populated by unattended social groups. Foucault’s concept of heterotopia can help explain Deng Dafei’s spatial representation of resistance in Dark Utopia 2 because it highlights the importance of space in challenging the dominant discourse. I see the peripheral space, or scene, in which Dark Utopia 2 takes place as the counter-site in which social and cultural isolation and marginalisation are rendered communicative, and thus acquire agency.

The committed, authentic response of the Utopia Group and Asia Scene to the contemporary world is a poetico-political art that pursues in situ interventions, and community-based projects. Artistically intervening on the ruins of urban, semi-urban and rural sites, painting, recording and arranging temporary installations, Deng Dafei and his fellow artists engage critically with China’s contemporary market-oriented condition and its cultural and social cost.

In the poignant tension between the sculptural work of art and the ephemeral event of flames burning it down, Dark Utopia 2 performs the shattered Chinese dream, illuminating for just a few minutes the desolation of a megacity and its most precarious social groups. This is what conjures Deng Dafei’s site-specific art, its institutional critique and its relational aesthetics, raising fundamental questions: what is the relationship between the scene and the artist, and between the artist and the public?

For me, the site, the scene, is the concrete feature of his art; the video and its gallery exhibition are secondary. Dark Utopia 2 happens in the social realm of scrap heaps and demolition sites, of the deconstructed ‘monuments’ of contemporary urban civilisation. This is per se a grassroots concept imbued with critical intention and social responsibility.

Deng Dafei’s chosen artistic sites are places abused by reckless neoliberal activities, forced evictions and development-induced internal displacements. Eventually left in a state of degradation, they are returned to the people’s narrative constructs through poetry, art and performances. The reclamation of these ‘broken places’ constitutes an ecopoetic act of social and ecological rescue from the margins through a sense of stewardship to recreate and restore the place, and to provide a narrative of healing both the historical and the contemporary grief of loss.

Thus, Dark Utopia 2 considers and re-evaluates the role of art in society. In the legacy of the revolution, it experiments and conceptualises political commitment, but in a way that is quite different from the one that prevailed in China during most of the last century. This is not art with political propaganda purposes. It may still agitate opinion and mobilise the masses towards social awakening, but the forms used to do this do not conform to the narrative of socialist realism, even though, theoretically, they may have inherited aspects of the ‘culture of the masses’ (qunzhong wenyi 群众文艺). Artists are not politicians: they seek to understand the world, but can almost never change it. This new critical art is asking questions about content and about public epistemological values. It is being reinvented through the artistic impulse to break into the world of the everyday, where global and local meet, and make ‘arrangements’ of modest materials, setting them in the unembellished environment, for the audience to look at, and maybe recognise their own context, the scene that they themselves occupy in the dark.
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Introduction

The avant-garde, as both the participant in and product of history, is known for its trademark of being aesthetically anti-traditional, experimental, subversive and destructive. In the eyes of the public it is ‘elitist’ and ‘highbrow’, and therefore anything but popular. Living in a time of mass culture and (re)production, and a space connected by the World Wide Web, many critics and artists lament ‘the mingling of art, in the traditional sense, with popular culture, the dissolution of the boundary between “high” and “low”’.1 However, with the unavoidable advent, force and domination of mass culture, many artists have resurrected and rejuvenated the avant-garde art and literature that seemed to be dying and actively or passively, consciously or unconsciously, have been adopting ‘untypical’ strategies in their works to create a world anew. As Richard Murphy suggests: ‘The lasting achievement of the avant-garde is also borne out by the heterogeneous or pluralistic character of the contemporary art of postmodernism which makes a virtue out of the absence of any such binding norms and universal criteria’.2 The avant-garde by nature denies any fixity of definition and constantly seeks renewal. In this light, these artistic and literary practices that seem to fall outside of our conventional understanding of the avant-garde, such as artworks and literature using the internet as their medium to experiment with nonconformism, call for our attention and investigation. Many contemporary Chinese postmodernist avant-garde discourses are particularly known as a mix of popular culture and aesthetic radicalism, commercial appeal and ideological subversion.3

Originating in Japan, ‘boys love’ (BL) manga and fiction written by heterosexual female authors, focusing on romantic or homoerotic relationships between men, has found a substantial international audience, the majority of whom are young heterosexual women.4 In the past ten years, transnational BL fiction has particularly flourished on the Chinese internet, where it is known as danmei, literally ‘indulgence in beauty’, or tanbi in Japanese.5 The term danmei is also interchangeable with BL literature and manga in Chinese culture. In this chapter, I adopt the most frequently used and globally accepted generic term ‘BL’ for the sake of convenience.

Because of its bold representation of homoeroticism, BL is decried as perverse and has been a frequent target of internet censorship in mainland China. The term danmei became a keyword for censorship too. At Jinjiang wenxuecheng 晋江文学城, or Jinjiang Literature City,6 the largest and most influential website of online literature, BL fiction that used to be labelled as danmei is almost as popular as heterosexual romances. To demonstrate its compliance with government regulations, Jinjiang has changed all its danmei labels to chun’ai 纯爱, or ‘pure love’, in recent years. By so doing, Jinjiang is apparently attempting to detach Chinese BL from its more erotic origin in Japan, and further asserting the autonomy of the less ‘perverse’ Chinese BL. The label ‘pure love’ also avoids the decadent connotations of the term danmei and the ‘superficial’ self-indulgence in physical appearance that it suggests, while it accentuates the sublimity and purity of love. The popularity of the genre was not affected by the change of name. As of January 2017, 20 out of the top 50 most popular romances of all time at Jinjiang were BL stories, and they overwhelmingly dominated the top ten list with nine novels.

BL is a unique hybrid genre constantly in flux. Reading and exploring this new form of literature and its associated writing and reading practices, one cannot help but ask: what in BL fiction particularly attracts young female readers? What continuity and discontinuity of literary tradition do we see in BL? Is BL fiction decadent and abnormal, as the mainstream ideology claims? Does heterosexual female readers’ obsession with BL stories challenge the socially accepted gender dynamics? How do BL and its subculture change the cultural and social contour of our time? Queer theory and gender studies have pointed out that the unmarked term and concept of ‘heterosexuality’ is defined as ‘a social norm’, and ‘a perfectly natural condition into which everyone is born and into which everyone grows up if no catastrophic accident interferes with normal, healthy development’.7 This chapter first and foremost aims to showcase the complexity of heterosexuality by examining the devalued and discounted heterosexual female writing and reading practices of BL fiction as well as its subculture in the eyes of other ‘normal, healthy heterosexuals’.

Focusing on BL stories published mainly at Jinjiang, I analyse several novel themes that dominate BL fiction, such as rape and sexual violence, the idea that true love transcends gender, and aggressive/passive binary roles in sex. By comparing these themes with those of heterosexual romance, I argue that although to a certain extent BL fiction in China reinforces literary conventions from popular romance and contributes to hetero-centrism even as it upends elements of gender roles, the writers and readers show clear self-awareness of the social and literary institutions in which their writing and reading practices are produced and to which they have to conform. By so doing, their employment and distortion of literary conventions function as a form of self-reflection that characterises the historical avant-garde. Through a further study of the representation of BL in popular media and the self-reflexive nature of this genre, I suggest that, exploited by the market, BL and the nationwide ‘rotten’ phenomenon participate in the commodification of homosexuality; however, as a unique kind of ‘lowbrow’ avant-garde born out of popular culture, BL and its subculture nonetheless grapple with the market and create a queer discourse that at once celebrates the autonomy of hidden female fantasy and evokes anti-homophobic awareness, which progressively challenges the mainstream discourses and the alleged ‘normality’.



BL in the web literature industry

This chapter discusses BL and its readership in mainland China by focusing on BL literary works and readership rather than BL manga, as the latter remains under-developed in the country. In the mid-1990s, it was through Japanese BL manga that Chinese readers encountered BL for the first time. BL fiction was later introduced to mainland China through Taiwan. At the turn of the century, selective websites like Luxifu julebu 路西弗俱乐部 or Lucifer-Club8 created an early platform for BL writers, readers, and community members. Web literature in general has developed into such a prosperous industry in China that many authors have launched their careers on leading websites like Jinjiang and Qidian 起点 (Starting Point). Amateurism is probably one of the most salient features of Chinese BL fiction. Most amateur authors write for the sake of writing, with any income seen as a bonus. Chinese BL writers generally do not rely upon writing BL as a profession. They are often college students, university teachers or white-collar workers. They are generally young, their ages ranging from early twenties to late thirties, whereas their readers are even younger, from middle school students to professional women with families in their thirties.9 As the BL industry has developed, some of the more successful writers have been able to become professional, and more professional writers who have never written BL stories before have also experimented with creating BL fiction. We also see an increasing, yet still highly limited number of male writers and readers in the world of BL. Chinese BL writers and readers are overwhelmingly, though not exclusively, heterosexual females. The most diligent BL authors can usually write 3,000–6,000 characters per day. If an author’s works are highly popular and she updates her works on a daily basis, it is possible for her to earn a lucrative monthly income. Some popular authors use Jinjiang as a means to attract readers and publishers, preferring royalties from eventually published books – mostly in areas outside mainland China, such as Taiwan – to fees from online subscriptions.

However, it would be wrong to measure the popularity of BL fiction by the authors’ income, the number of views on a particular website or the number of copies printed and sold. Web literature suffers badly from piracy. For example, in a search for the title of any well-received BL story posted at Jinjiang, hundreds of websites or forums pop up where anyone can read it for free. Professional pirate websites and some ardent readers closely follow the updates of popular stories at Jinjiang and other websites alike, copying and reposting the latest chapters as soon as they are posted by the authors. Ironically, when professional literature websites have to ban fiction or chapters that contain graphic (homo)erotic scenes in order to comply with government censorship, readers can still easily find the original stories online on pirate websites or forums. Chinese netizens’ creative usage of euphemisms, abbreviations and Roman letters also helps them circumvent internet censorship. Accordingly, the internet provides BL writers and readers with a platform that enjoys much more freedom than any other form of traditional media or press. The traditional gate-keeping agency of editor and publisher is largely reduced and even abandoned. Readers’ reception influences and motivates authors of online literature more directly than authors who work within the traditional publishing industry. Readers’ tastes and preferences are significant factors in determining what types of literature are written online, and their choices in turn are limited by the types of literature created and offered to them. For the first time, the powerful tool of the internet permits anyone to write anything they want and potentially allows them to reach any internet user-cum-reader in the world. By sharing fantasies and interests, and by expressing their dissatisfaction with reality, BL writers and readers loosely form a unique community and create a subversive and increasingly visible subculture. In this sense, the internet as a platform for literature is revolutionary and unprecedentedly interactive, pointing towards uncharted territory that most avant-garde art and literature can experiment with.



Beyond voyeurism: a quest to redefine gender relations

Focusing as it does on ‘indulgence in beauty’, BL fiction often deals with romances between handsome or pretty young men. BL manga as well as much of BL fiction are also characterised by depictions of rape and sexual violence, and by the binary roles of seme or ‘top’ (gong 攻), i.e. the penetrator who is dominant, aggressive and masculine, and uke or ‘bottom’ (shou 受), i.e. the penetratee who is vulnerable, passive and effeminate. Where the interaction between the penetrator and the penetratee is concerned, the ‘rape’ scenario represents an essential component in BL manga that amplifies the penetrator’s love, insecurity, anxiety and jealousy. Although it is not a necessity of BL fiction, as it is in BL manga, many BL writers employ such a scenario in their works to show a surge of profound love or jealousy.

‘Rape’ in most stories often reminds readers of domestic violence and other sorts of abuse in real life. Then why do female readers love to see a man raping another man? Wouldn’t they find it physically and psychologically repulsive? Our focus should not be on the sexual indulgence of the rape. Rather, it is essential for the readers to see how the characters perceive such an act of sexual violence and how it affects the dynamics of their relationship and advances the narrative of the story. In a rape scene, the penetrator may seem to be the winner by physically hurting the penetratee, but sooner or later in the story, he will be defeated emotionally by the penetratee and then will suffer (nüe 虐), if he has not suffered already before committing the rape. In the novel Duzhe he zhujue juebi shi zhen’ai 读者和主角绝逼是真爱 (It Must Be Fucking True Love between the Reader and the Protagonist, 2013), after the penetrator rapes the penetratee, he is seized by horror and afraid that the penetratee may be frightened by his violence and uncontrolled strength. He genuinely apologises, ‘I am sorry. This will not happen again. … From now on, I will eliminate anyone who dares to hurt you, including myself.’10 By swearing to kill himself if he hurts the penetratee again, the penetrator voluntarily subordinates himself to the penetratee in their romantic relationship.

In BL fiction, raping a delicate young man out of uncontrolled passion shows the appeal of danger embedded in love. Some BL stories even highlight a sadomasochistic (SM) relationship. In a discussion on why fans love to read BL author Yixiuluo’s 易修罗 SM stories, some readers claim that they want to ‘control everything’, and some that they want to ‘be controlled’, while others find both sentiments fascinating.11 Many fans agree that they do not like to read ‘bloody’ and ‘unsafe’ SM, while SM under Yixiuluo’s pen combines graphic scenes with ‘spiritual taming’ (jingshen tiaojiao 精神调教) which reveals the true devotion between the characters. These comments show that dangerous sex provides some female readers with an opportunity to safely perceive the extremity and violence of desire as well as the pleasure and ecstasy it may generate while eliminating the risk of identifying themselves with the victim. Another reader simply ‘love[s] everything presented in the stories. … This kind of fairy tale meets all my unrealised desires’.12 Apparently, when reading violent sexual scenes, the reader as a woman does not identify with a man in the story, and she is aware of the fictional nature of the story. Such a two-fold remove creates a secure world in which female readers can explore their secret desires, be they real or imagined.

Then how can we understand female readers’ obsession with BL as well as the sometimes-violent sexual interaction between the main characters? In her 2008 article on BL, Jin Feng suggests that BL heroes are ‘a combination of ideal masculinity and ideal femininity’.13 The hero represents ideal femininity because he is ‘beautiful, gentle and nurturing, but without the jealousy and other negative qualities that women sometimes associate with their female peers’, while he is also an ideal man with a successful career.14 Jin Feng’s observation may be applicable to the ‘idealised’ ‘beautiful fantasy’ in which sex scenes are implied and romantic.15 However, this statement ignores BL stories that feature two equally masculine men. More importantly, it denies the significance of pair-bonding or CP (‘couple’ or ‘coupling’) in internet slang. The BL world is not necessarily monogamous. In a fan’s eyes, one male character can be paired with many other male characters. Men are also full of ‘negative qualities’. When one man is coupled with different male characters, jealousy, conspiracies and violent deaths are frequently adopted strategies to demonstrate the power and exclusiveness of love, as well as the overwhelming possessiveness of lovers. Some recent scholarship on Chinese BL suggests that female readers ‘gaze’ at male bodies and substitute themselves for the male characters to fulfil their heterosexual desires.16 Some Japanese scholars and BL writers share similar views on female readers’ ‘autonomous pleasure’, arguing that BL is a product of female readers’ self-projection and that female readers embody both a seme and a uke. However, such a view once again restricts the queer practice of BL writing, reading and viewing to the binary understanding of gender and sexuality. Ishida Hitoshi also points out that the emphasis on differentiating BL ‘boys’ who are ‘women themselves’ from gay men denies the homosexuality of these BL ‘boys’.17 It is debatable whether these BL characters are indeed homosexual in the Chinese context, especially because in some BL stories that are set in fantasy worlds, futuristic times or alternate dynasties, gender divisions and paradigms do not fall into the categories defined by our current understanding of gender and sexuality.

Readership studies provide us with various samples that already complicate the picture. In fact, for many female readers, the physical dominance over a man is particularly attractive and fascinating. One reader writes, ‘I don’t like being the bottom one, but I like seeing someone on him (laughing lustfully)’.18 Another reader claims that when reading BL stories, she assumes the role of a man and imagines the other party in sex as ‘female’.19 Drawing on feminist film theory and psychoanalytic accounts of fantasy, Constance Penley in her study of English fan fiction written by women suggests that ‘no matter what one’s gender, identify[ing] with either the man or the woman, or the entire scene itself, or the fictional place of the one who looks on to the scene has been possible’.20 More importantly, Penley treats the reading subject as being ‘bisexual’, which would explain the above-quoted comments from readers.

I find that such a theory on gender identification over-simplifies the much more complicated picture of BL readership and fandom. In fact, BL readers are drawn to the genre by different and sometimes contradictory motivations. Through her examination of Freud’s article ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’, Elizabeth Cowie reminds us that creative writing is seen to be the author’s own fantasies presented in a public form, whereas readers enter into those fantasies rather than simply being entertained by them.


We do not take the character’s desire as our own, but identify with the character’s position of desire in relation to other characters … If we adopt the same objects of desire, or the character traits of the figures of the fiction, this is as support for our identification, as its symptom and not its cause.21



In other words, BL readers do not identify with the desires of the penetrator or the penetratee. Instead, the readers’ identification with the characters’ positions in relation to each other generates their false identification with the characters as well as their desires.

More importantly, when examining the audience’s gaze when watching a film, Cowie suggests,


the fantasy scenario always involves multiple points of entry which are also mutually exclusive positions, but these are taken up not sequentially – as in a narrative – but simultaneously or rather, since the unconscious does not know time in this way, to take up any one position is also always to be implicated in the position of the other(s).22



Similarly, in the world of BL, when the readers enter into the fantasies created by the author, they do not exclusively take the position of the penetrator or the penetratee. Rather, by simultaneously taking the multiple subject positions, they feel that they can identify with both the penetrator and the penetratee, and even the act of penetrating/being penetrated. The different and multiple positions include not only those of the top (the penetrator) and bottom (the penetratee), but also the diverse and shifting positions of one party’s relation to the other – the lover vs the beloved, the wife (who cooks) vs the husband (who enjoys the meal), and the child (who is looked after) vs the mother-father (who attends and mentors). For example, in one story, the penetrator can take the role of ‘wife’ and takes care of the penetratee. As an adult, he may also behave like a five-year-old boy who constantly enjoys the protection of the penetratee or vice versa. The readers, accordingly, take the liberty to imagine themselves as being in any role in any of these relations. What fascinates the readers is not the male characters and their desires, but their positions in relation to each other.

Furthermore, drawing on psychoanalysis, Cowie points out that


Fantasy involves, is characterised by, not the achievement of desired objects, but the arranging of, a setting out of, desire; a veritable mise en scène of desire. … The fantasy depends not on particular objects, but on their setting out; and the pleasure of fantasy lies in the setting out, not in the having of the objects.23



Hence, the setting, scenario and narrative determine whether a reader can ‘act out’ the story in his or her (mostly her, in the case of BL) fantasy. The writers’ understanding of gender relations affects the presentation of the setting, scenario and narrative as well as how their readers enter into the fantasy. In BL stories, sex scenarios are pervasively presented from a heterosexual female perspective, which includes lengthy foreplay and the caressing of pectorals and nipples. Most importantly, when describing consensual anal intercourse, the sign of ultimate love and lust, words like ‘as wet as a woman’ and ‘G-spot’ are frequently used for the penetratee, while ‘a big, hungry cock’ is essential to the penetrator. Sex scenes in BL are undoubtedly derived from heterosexual female experiences, which also suggest a tendency towards penis fetish.

While in BL, sexually conquering or even insulting a man can be motivated by love, as I have argued above, it can also be driven by a desire to conquer and insult the strong, the powerful, or the unchallengeably supreme. Such a desire reveals a reactionary response to real-life hierarchy. A main theme of BL fiction is the subordination and penetration in sex of those one would never dominate in life, such as the master, the elder brother, the godfather, the boss, and god-like figures. Absolute superiority in sex complements one’s inferiority in the everyday power dynamics. Once again, the existence of a penis in BL facilitates the realisation of a change in power dynamics that female readers may dream of in real life. Furthermore, the imagined penis that female readers acquire when reading BL fiction challenges the social expectation and norms of women’s sexual desire. Reading and enjoying BL fiction is a form of self-recognition of the readers’ ‘perverse’ desire, which to a certain extent releases them from the presupposed distinction between heterosexuality and homosexuality and further breaks the fetters of socially advertised gender roles. In this sense, BL practice is consciously avant-garde; its emergence and existence constitute a form of revolutionary politics, despite its practitioners’ denial of being ‘political’, as the following sections will show; BL is particularly subversive in the contemporary Chinese sociopolitical context, which oppresses homosexuality and queer practices while covertly disgracing women’s open discussion of their sexual desire and of men’s bodies.



BL and other conventions: true love transcends gender

‘The avant-garde does not announce one style or another; it is in itself a style, or better, an antistyle’.24 While historically the avant-garde made various and often contradictory claims, it always resorted to revolutionary and radical aesthetics and formal experimentation. Popular literature therefore can hardly be avant-garde in regard to its form and style. BL fiction as a genre of popular literature is also confined to the heteronormative codes embedded in the conventions of romance writing, and follows many themes shared by popular literature as well, because most BL writers and readers – fully aware of the peculiarities of the BL community as well as its harsh social environment – claim that they do not intend to be ‘dissidents’ or social activists, nor do they expect to be applauded by homosexual readers or gay rights activists. From its origin, BL has consciously distinguished itself from gay fiction and attempts to be stimulating while at the same time taking great care to avoid being politically provocative, despite the fact that BL is indeed socially and politically provocative and decadent in the eyes of moralists and mainstream readers. I would suggest that a significant divergence between BL and much of historical avant-garde art lies in the fact that many BL writers and readers intentionally refuse to be labelled ‘political’ and ‘subversive’. When discussing the aesthetic construction of subjectivity, Richard Murphy points out that ‘the convention of organic artistic form is associated with the affirmative function of culture, and the creation of “false reconciliations” by producing the aesthetic illusion of a harmonious world’.25 In this sense, BL seeks formal reconciliation in the imaginary world, as its forms represent exactly what the historical avant-garde opposes.

BL fiction creates an imaginary world in which female readers can indulge themselves rather than suffer, and an opportunity for women to explore their fantasies and express their own social visions. Thus, most Chinese BL distorts or avoids dealing with the harsh discrimination and opposition that homosexuals encounter in everyday life. It depicts homosexual relations as a demonstration and revelation of true love that transcends gender boundaries, borrowing narrative modes from various literary genres such as fantasy stories, science fiction and time-travel fiction.

Setting the BL story in a fantasy or futuristic world represents the most convenient way to normalise homosexuality and homoeroticism. Such a world relies on its own rules and value system in order to function effectively. In such a world, it is often socially and morally acceptable to find love in someone of the same sex or the opposite sex, in other species or in extraterrestrial beings. There is no distinction between homosexuality and heterosexuality, let alone social or moral oppression of homosexuality. Any sensible readers of these BL novels can easily distance themselves from real-life homosexual dilemmas by following the rules and norms which apply in the fantasy or futuristic world.

To make a BL story more acceptable for heterosexual readers, authors also often set it in a dynastic era of imperial China where homosexuality and homoeroticism are considered morally disgraceful but also part of a homosocial culture. Similar to fantasy fiction in that its autonomy is unaffected by modern heteronormative codes, BL stories are more convincing for Chinese readers who consider the representation of homosexual and homoerotic relations in imperial China to be realistic. After all, if Jia Baoyu’s 贾宝玉 affection for Qin Zhong 秦钟 and Jiang Yuhan 蒋玉菡 does not affect his love for Lin Daiyu 林黛玉 in Hong lou meng 红楼梦 (Dream of the Red Chamber), why would it be a problem for a modern Chinese woman to write or read a BL story taking place in a fictional dynasty? For example, in the eyes of readers who have a basic knowledge of Chinese history, a BL story about true love between a wealthy young man and a Peking opera singer is no less realistic than a story about the miserable arranged marriage of this young man and his wife. A well-read reader might see even more connections between BL fiction and Ming-Qing homoerotic stories. Some mischievous writers create characters who like reading such stories in their works as intertextual references.26 Writer Wangshalou 亡沙漏 even directly cites late Ming and early Qing playwright and novelist Li Yu’s 李渔 (1611–1680) ‘Nan Meng mu’ 男孟母 (‘A Male Mencius’ Mother’), a story of same-sex love, to legitimise same-sex relationships and marriage in her work.27

Is a BL story less acceptable when it is set in a modern society? It could be so, but writers adopt other strategies to minimise the provocative elements in BL fiction. Marginalising female characters often effectively avoids reminding the female readers of the differences between a female character and the feminised male character in a homosexual relationship, as well as of the inequality of heterosexual relationships in real life. Conflating homosocial with homoerotic relationships is probably the most popular writing strategy adopted by BL writers. Writers create works that situate the main characters in an immediate homosocial environment, like an army or a fraternal group, where they are more likely to develop unusual feelings towards another man in their daily contact, as shown in many stories by the best-known BL writers, such as Priest28 and Moxiangtongchou 墨香铜臭.29 In these BL stories, becoming homosexual is often contingent rather than determined by one’s sexual orientation. A common scenario is one in which an originally heterosexual male character gradually falls in love with his best friend or sworn brother. Failures or unpleasant experiences in heterosexual relationships can further pave the way for a homosexual relationship.

Real-life concerns like safe sex and AIDS are almost completely absent, and ‘first-time’ stories dominate the BL world. I have borrowed the expression ‘“first-time” stories’ from studies of slash – i.e. fiction written and read by fans of popular media products, most of whom are female. Plots of slash fiction revolve around the objects of a certain fandom, often creating an explicitly sexual relationship between two of the heterosexual male characters in the original story. A flagship for the slash genre in the English-speaking world is K/S, stories about Captain Kirk and his first officer Mr Spock in the Star Trek media franchise.30 Slash is more often politically conscious than BL, but the similarities and overlaps between the two may still shed light on our understanding of BL. In ‘first-time’ stories, ‘the sexual encounter is represented as the very first homosexual one for at least one of the two men’.31 Therefore, the most significant obstacle faced by the characters in such stories is a male character’s own resistance to a change in his sexual identity and preference, while the overcoming of one’s own psychological rejection of homosexuality serves as an epiphany in the heterosexual-turned-homosexual protagonist’s life.

Some BL writers attempt to tackle the real objections that many homosexuals have to face, especially those from their families, but the objections in stories mostly focus on the traditional family value which dictates that a man must produce an heir to his family name. These objections mainly serve as the usual obstacles that the lovers have to conquer in the generic romance formula, rather than as a conscious representation of the social reality faced by gay people. Compared to loving and spending one’s life with a man, the inability to fulfil one’s procreative duty seems to be a greater concern, or even a sin, in the eyes of the family. For the same reason, having a child almost always helps the couple be accepted by the families involved.32 Highlighting the procreative function of sex as the principal external opposition to homosexuality essentially weakens and reduces the potential conflicts between a homosexual character and the BL world, because such a conflict can be easily solved; the male-male couple in BL fiction can resort to adoption or can conceive children with a random and often anonymous woman. In the shengzi wen 生子文, or ‘male conception story’ subgenre of BL, the procreation issue is avoided by introducing fantasy elements to enable a man to conceive and give birth.33

Appealing to female readers’ obsession with true love is also an effective writing strategy to avoid being politically provocative. Readers of romance favour true love that is tested by time and hardship. After all, to many young readers, homoerotic relations seem to focus too much on sex, which is transient and therefore suspicious. Friendship-turned-love blurs the binary roles of penetrator and penetratee as well as the hierarchical relation that they indicate, especially when the authors deliberately reduce homoerotic scenes for practical and aesthetic reasons. Relative equality between the parties significantly differentiates these Chinese BL stories from their Japanese counterparts. While the top and bottom roles of a particular couple seldom reverse in Japanese BL manga and fiction, much Chinese BL fiction shows great freedom of role-playing. Friendship-turned-romantic relationship especially celebrates love based on respect and sacrifice. A male who prefers to be a penetrator can occasionally play the role of penetratee in order to give his lover a better sexual experience, whereas rape seldom has a place in these novels. A character may also play the role of penetratee because he would rather meet his lover’s preference to be the penetrator.

As Chinese BL develops into a more mature genre with its own distinctive traits, role-play becomes a less-accentuated feature. Well-received BL fiction attracts readers mainly because of its interesting and twisted plots rather than its homoerotic scenes, especially when internet censorship is tightened. Many popular BL stories, discussed above and later in this chapter, unfold in patriarchal societies or eras in which, realistically speaking, female characters are not allowed to act as freely as male characters in most sectors of society. Thus, ‘good’ heterosexual stories could only be set in the ‘inner quarters’ and have a limited range of themes. A heterosexual romance about an ambitious and attractive woman who has great achievements outside the inner quarters risks being criticised as unrealistic, narcissistic, silly or illogical. On the other hand, as men, BL protagonists and main characters can easily extend their lives beyond romance and family to business, politics, government, schools, the armed forces and other male-dominated domains. One reader explains the pleasure she gets from reading BL as follows:


On the one hand, [in BL] I see the romance and purity, idealised devotion, persistence, and warmth healing wounds [that we can see] in heterosexual love stories. On the other hand, [in BL] I see love between men, the romance of two social equals hand in hand, walking together.34



These stories showcase how women wish to think of themselves rather than how they are defined in life, or how they are told and allowed to think of themselves. Female readers can therefore enjoy the ‘false reconciliation’ presented in the story.

However, we should not ignore the highly progressive understanding of gender and sexuality presented in these stories. In these novels, romance can happen between members of either the same or opposite sexes. Characters refuse to define their love as homosexual or heterosexual. To them, true love is unique and gender should not even be considered when true love occurs. For example, in It Must Be Fucking True Love, a girl who falls in love with the penetratee asks him if he is homosexual. He answers firmly, ‘No, I am not a gay. But I like Xiu [the penetrator]. I like him as a special person, and it has nothing to do with gender.’35 The emphasis on pure love is not unique to Chinese BL. It is customary to make such claims in Japanese BL as well as in English slash. However, as Ishida Hitoshi notices, in Japanese BL ‘only the main male characters – in denial of their homosexual proclivities – are allowed to speak of “love”’. In other words, supporting characters, be they homosexual or heterosexual, are not portrayed as sacred and pure in the same way as the main ‘straight’ characters are.36

A striking difference between Chinese BL and Japanese BL lies in the fact that Chinese BL writers demonstrate an idealistic disposition to promote gender-free romances among all male characters and, more often than not, extend this ideal to heterosexual characters as well as to romance in general. Such a sentiment echoes the cult of qing 情, which is deeply entrenched in the Chinese cultural heritage and transcends gender boundaries, time and space, life and death. Take the above-mentioned story for instance. The reader-penetratee, Du Ze 杜泽 – a semi-homophone of duzhe 读者, the reader – helps the protagonist Xiu 修 successfully achieve metamorphosis into each of the eight forms of beings and eventually becomes the God of the fantasy world. Du Ze’s love for and sexual intercourse with the different forms which Xiu takes can be understood only as a quasi-queer practice. As the title of the story illustrates, the genders of the reader and the protagonist are not the focus. Reader and protagonist are neutral generic terms, just like the eight forms of beings in the story. What really matters is the ‘fucking true love’. By idealising the uniqueness of one particular person, these BL romances promote a utopian gender relationship and challenge the boundary between homosexuality and heterosexuality, rather than taking pains to deny the characters’ homosexual proclivities as their Japanese counterparts do.

More importantly, the uniqueness of true love is closely akin to a hackneyed idea in web romance, the yixinren 一心人 or devoted lover. In a well-known Han 汉 dynasty (202 BCE–220 CE) poem ‘Bai tou yin’ 白头吟 (‘White hair lament’), the poetic narrator says, ‘All I want is a man with a single devotion [yixinren]. / We will not separate / even when our hair turns white.’37 Eulogising immutable fidelity to one’s lover, these few lines quickly became the most frequently cited lines in Chinese web romance. Being accompanied by a devoted lover until the end of one’s life is undoubtedly the ultimate dream of both genders in heterosexual romances written for female readers. Since yixinren, a devoted lover, in modern Chinese can be either a man or a woman, the quest for one is conveniently transplanted from popular heterosexual romance to BL. This literary convention in turn legitimises a same-sex relationship in romance as utopian love and showcases the progressiveness shared by many avant-garde artworks. However, by proposing a shared goal for all romantic relationships, the yixinren convention easily eliminates pursuits of any other diversified relationships and may subject the potentially subversive elements in BL fiction to the hetero-centrism of popular romance.



From ‘rotten girls’ to ‘rotten culture’: a carnival of invented homosexuality

As noted in the last section, many popular BL stories celebrate and prioritise time-honoured themes and values like friendship, endurance, heroism, sacrifice, and mutual support. Except for their homosexual elements, the stories’ structures and plots show similarities to classic literary works that focus on a group of male characters, such as Sanguo yanyi 三国演义 (Romance of the Three Kingdoms), Shuihu zhuan 水浒传 (Water Margin), Lord of the Rings, and Sherlock Holmes stories. In fact, a considerable amount of BL fiction is slash fiction. The obvious bridges between BL fiction and male-dominated non-BL stories accordingly invite BL readers to seek and further create homosexual relations in any relationship between heterosexual men. Female fans who see homosexual relations not only in non-BL fiction but also in men in real life, especially male actors, label themselves funü 腐女, rotten girls or fujoshi in Japanese. Although fujoshi are characteristic of the transnational BL culture, BL fiction readers constitute only a portion of the Chinese rotten girls. Rotten girls with ‘rotten filters’ can easily ‘detect’ the romantic chemistry between good friends like Holmes and Dr Watson, between rivals like Harry Potter and Draco Malfoy, and even between men feuding with each other.

The increasing visibility of rotten girls and the consumer power of female audiences significantly influence the process of targeting specific market sectors of mass media. Catering to the market, producers of television programmes and shows particularly exploit the BL conventions of socially and sexually pair-bonding good-looking men. A significant number of TV shows have recently created storylines that can be used by the audiences to create male-male pair-bonding or CP. Heterosexual actors also post pictures with male friends on popular social platforms such as Sina Weibo (‘microblogs’) addressing each other as ‘wife’ and ‘husband’, while their wives and families publicly make fun of their ‘special’ friendship by calling them good gay friends, or hao jiyou 好基友. Chinese internet users wittily call such a marketing strategy maifu 卖腐, or ‘rotten selling’. Rotten sellers play with the idea of imagined CP but draw a delicate yet clear line between CP and real-life homosexuality. Rotten selling also demonstrates the public’s desire to consume an imagined, hence harmless, ‘homosexuality’ that does not jeopardise the heteronormative social order. This kind of ‘homosexuality’ is amusing precisely because it is fake. Publicly making fun of the subversive social elements shows an attempt to alienate and mute the voice of homosexuals. Such a consumption practice distorts and further denies the existence of homosexuality, rather than disrupting the heterosexual presupposition on which that consumption practice rests. Light-heartedly turning homosocial relationships into media-perpetuated ‘jokes’ in order to generate profit might be even more detrimental to homosexuals than seriously frowning upon them.

On the other hand, it is equally undeniable that the normalisation of CP in mass culture simultaneously acknowledges the deviant sexual imagination which formerly was not allowed to exist even as ‘friendly’ jokes in public space. When interpreting ‘queer’ David Halperin succinctly states:


[Q]ueer identity need not be grounded in any positive truth or in any stable reality. As the very word implies, ‘queer’ does not name some natural kind or refer to some determinate object; it acquires its meaning from its oppositional relation to the norm. Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant. … It is from the eccentric positionality occupied by the queer subject that it may become possible to envision a variety of possibilities for reordering the relations among sexual behaviors, erotic identities, constructions of gender, forms of knowledge, regimes of enunciation, logics of representation, modes of self-constitution and practices of community.38



In the case of Chinese BL, male-male CP might not be acceptable for the moralists, yet the prevalence of same-sex CP opens a queer discourse that welcomes alternative imaginations of gender relations and further challenges the presumed fixed and stable interpretation of gender and sexuality characterised by ‘normal’ heterosexuality and ‘perverse’ homosexuality in contemporary China. In this sense, BL and CP that are capitalised by and have brought significant profit to mass culture consequently encourage non-normative imagination of sexuality and gender relations, challenge category-based identity politics, and open a subversive queer space for sexual ideas and practices to contend with one another.



Self-reflexive BL, its political evolution, and beyond

It is undeniable that BL is created for a popular readership and co-opted by the mass market. But I would suggest that it is avant-garde in spirit while disguised by an organic form. When discussing the historical avant-garde in the twentieth century, Richard Murphy concludes that the avant-garde


foregrounds not just the contents marginalised by the system, but the actual process of marginalization itself: in other words, it is the process of signification and its systematic shortcomings (or ideological biases) which become the center of the counter-text’s concerns.39



BL writers’ conscious resort to conventional literary modes and rhetoric demonstrates the exact process in which the mainstream discourses and social thought systems regulate, marginalise and oppress the ‘abnormal’ female psyche and literary practice. As Murphy points out, the historical avant-garde is characterised by being ‘self-reflexive’ and ‘against its own construction by simultaneously highlighting its own illusory nature as an artificially-constructed system’.40 The formal modes and literary conventions particularly adopted by BL highlight its own illusory and non-realistic nature, for it consciously refuses to realistically or faithfully present homosexuality in the texts. The organic form of BL may indeed achieve the ‘false reconciliation’ of real conflicts. Yet falseness is the most essential component of BL, serving as a defiant gesture to mock the hostile mainstream discourses.

As I demonstrate in this chapter, the world of BL is never monolithic. Rather, BL is a constantly evolving genre: complex, reflexive and always in flux.41 Contemporary genre theories agree that rather than being a set of fixed forms, a genre is a ‘progress’ of change, transformation and negotiation among texts, cultures and technologies. BL fiction as a special subgenre of web literature keenly responds to its own sociopolitical and cultural situations. As it evolves, BL writers and readers have realised that the uniqueness of BL is not only based on the main characters and sexual orientation, but also defined by its readership and by the subculture it generates. More than any traditional literary genre, web literature possesses a very clear awareness of its own interactive nature and the instant participation of readers in its process of production, be it constructive or destructive. BL, with an even more distinctive readership, self-reflexively (re)presents its own reception and the situations that shape it and that it helps to shape.

Due to its salient homosexual and homoerotic features, the development of BL as a genre is first and foremost constrained by the unavoidable censorship in the contemporary Chinese literary scene. Internet censorship has directly caused the transformation of Chinese BL from its Japanese origin dominated by homoeroticism to eulogies of true love, which further associates Chinese BL with the conventions of Chinese popular romance. Internet censorship is part of Chinese cyber-life. According to the rule of thumb observed and practised by online literature editors, writers and readers to circumvent such censorship, any description of romantic intimacy should be confined to ‘above-the-neck’ scenes, bozi yishang 脖子以上, and exclude all sorts of erotic descriptions except kisses above the neck. Romances without erotic details of sexual intercourse are therefore called ‘pure-water’ writing, or qingshuiwen 清水文, in contrast to ‘raw/meaty’ graphic accounts of sexuality, or rouwen 肉文. Chinese criminal laws on ‘pornography’ and ‘obscenity’ have always been particularly severe and unchallengeable.42 Due to the frequent erotic scenes in BL and its natural association with homosexuality, during the past decade, harsh censorship has aggravated the hostile internet environment and has caused widespread resentment among writers and readers of both heterosexual and BL romance.43 Many BL writers reflexively include scenarios of censorship in their stories. Well-known writer Yixiuluo vents her grievances satirically in Yinian chengshen 一念成神 (‘Become a god with a flick of the mind’, 2014), a BL romance set in a world of gods which prohibits romantic love and relationships. In this romance-deprived world, even the most normal romantic scenes in a film, such as characters holding hands or exchanging coquettish glances, cannot pass censorship. The protagonist, who once lived in ‘China’ and is now involved in making a romantic film in the world of gods, complains that ‘coquettish glances are above the neck. Even the Heavenly Kingdom [i.e. China] allows such scenes’. ‘Where is this Heavenly Kingdom? They really have a great deal of liberty!’, his co-worker replies in astonishment.44

Besides making fun of censorship, BL fiction constantly depicts ‘rotten girls’ and ‘rotten culture’. Early BL fiction focused on telling a story about romance between the male characters and excluding reader-characters was naturally helpful in constructing a united fictional world. Lately, however, many writers have realised that the practice of writing and reading is a process of coding and decoding, while a particular readership and its culture constitute the agreed codes of BL. Many BL stories therefore intentionally construct a meta-text that reflects on its own creation, its readership, and its attempted assimilation into mass culture, revealing how its texts and readers are constructed by the mainstream discourses and the social thought system. For instance, in It Must Be Fucking True Love, through the mouth of Du Ze – ‘the reader’ – the narrator self-mockingly offers this summary of BL writers’ efforts to meet readers’ ‘rotten’ expectations:


Experienced authors often create a chance for the protagonist and his rival to have a heart-to-heart talk in chilling wind before the showdown. After this conversation, they both have a better understanding of each other and even deeply relate to each other. But they have to kill the other party anyway. This kind of if-not-for-fate-we-would-have-become-best (homosexual?) friends scenario is much more popular among readers, especially among a certain group of female readers, than fights between enemies. This special group of female readers often takes considerable liberty with the heart-to-heart talk and turns it into a sex-to-sex talk.45



In BL stories set in the entertainment industry, a subgenre of BL fiction, writers almost unanimously criticise the commodification of CP in popular media. In these stories, the agents and entertainment companies believe that pairing the protagonist with other male actors – instead of his real lover – as CPs may effectively attract more attention and strategically disguise his real sexual preference. Coming out of the closet is discouraged and detrimental to the main character’s career. One novel concludes that,


Nowadays, the masses are becoming more and more tolerant, and lots of actors love to form same-sex CPs and sell rottenness, just to cater to the taste of their audiences. But if they are proved to be real homosexuals, they will probably never be seen in mainstream media again. After all, it is still taboo.46



All these stories are typically ‘first-time’ stories and at least one of the couple constantly denies that he is homosexual. Such stories nonetheless debunk the commercially oriented world of media and reveal the homophobic reality of mainstream ideology.

Despite the fact that the majority of writers and readers consider BL to be written by women and for women and, as I have observed, BL is purposely differentiated from gay fiction, Chinese BL as an evolving genre nevertheless serves as a consciousness-raising tool for many female readers. It has been recently used by the homosexual community as a specific weapon against the mainstream culture that denies and silences its sexual identity, revealing a significant social and cultural shift that cannot be muted or covered up anymore.47 While they are yet to be accepted by mainstream media, quite a few well-received BL novels have been – and more will be – adapted into web dramas, mainly thanks to the development of social media. These low budget (semi-)amateur web dramas are often poorly directed and performed, and popular among a relatively small circle of book fans, but their growing number attracts more and more public attention. For example Shangyin 上瘾 (Heroin), a web drama adapted from the BL story Ni ya shangyin le 你丫上瘾了 (Are You Addicted?, n.d.) by Chaijidan 柴鸡蛋 received over ten million views within ten days after it was aired in late January 2016. Unfortunately, before its last few episodes were streamed, Heroin was pulled offline by the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television (SAPPRFT).48 SAPPRFT did not offer any explanation for why the series was taken off the internet, but the crackdown on this web drama was generally interpreted by the public as discrimination against homosexuality. The public reaction to the cancellation of Heroin on social media conflated BL with homosexuality, raised gay rights consciousness, caused protest from the LGBT community, and ultimately extended the political implications of BL culture. It also encouraged and geared other media adaptations of existing BL stories towards gay rights activism. For instance, a BL novel-based web film entitled Shuangcheng 双程 (A Round Trip to Love, 2016) was promoted not only as a BL film, but also as a gay film, as its posters allude and pay tribute to world-renowned films that address the theme of homosexuality such as Chen Kaige’s 陈凯歌 (b. 1952) Farewell, My Concubine (Bawang bie ji 霸王別姬, 1993), Wong Kar-wai’s 王家卫 (b. 1958) Happy Together (Chunguang zhaxie 春光乍洩, 1997), and Ang Lee’s 李安 (b. 1954) Brokeback Mountain (2005).
49

In conclusion, I argue that BL fiction, with its unique features and readership, is not gay fiction; however, as gay culture is heavily suppressed in China, homosexualising BL has become a developing trend in Chinese BL writing and culture.50 Suffice it to contend that BL has become, and I believe will further develop into, an avant-garde queer space that shows ‘the relative degrees of ostracization all sexual/cultural “deviants” experience’ and allows these sexual/cultural ‘deviants’ to explore and carry out their cultural and political agendas.51 As a subgenre of popular literature, BL fiction lacks the disruptive artistic forms and radical aesthetics of the historical avant-garde. Yet, encompassing the contradictory ideas of progressiveness and conformity, it reflects on the social institutions and market in which it is generated and with which it constantly negotiates and grapples, leading and embodying a subversive culture that challenges social norms and seeks autonomy. The changing picture of BL and its extension in popular media and culture can be best described as a queer discourse, a laudable attempt to break from hegemonic traditions and normativity.

With all its fluctuations, Chinese BL and its associated culture are revolutionary for women and grant them a powerful tool to express their fantasies and desires in unprecedented forms. They both enable women to challenge the heterosexual and heteronormative imagination and understanding of gender and sexuality. Meanwhile, thanks to the prevalence of mass culture and mass production, such a challenge also helps to increase the visibility of non-heterosexual and non-heteronormative ideas, people and practices in real life. Regardless of the BL practitioners’ intentions or goals, this kind of undeniable and unavoidable mass existence in society has demonstrated a bottom-up cultural and social revolution that ‘elite’, ‘serious’ literature has failed to achieve.
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On the frontline of the new literature

The liberalisation of cultural politics in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) followed the end of the Maoist period, which began with Mao Zedong’s programmatic statements on culture and literature made in Yan’an 延安 in 19421 and lasted until the end of the Cultural Revolution and Mao’s death in 1976. The opening-up of China to the international community created new opportunities for aesthetic exploration and expression. Accordingly, literary production in the last decades of the twentieth century testifies to Chinese writers’ familiarity with the newest trends in global literature and academic theory.2 Authors could finally leave behind the revolutionary romanticism and idealism of the Mao era and advance their literary explorations by simultaneously tapping into local cultural resources and those gleaned from translations of foreign literature and works of Western theory. The main feature of this great intellectual ferment was the unusual simultaneity with which various, sometimes contradictory, artistic trends and theories arrived in mainland China, be it in the form of originals, translations or retellings. Not surprisingly, the post-revolutionary period has been conventionally referred to as ‘feverish’ and the adjective points to the unusual state of agitation in which intellectuals found themselves throughout the 1980s.3 Their intense preoccupation with questions of cultural or individual identity and their positioning within the global cultural production are reflected in literary works that, at the same time, exhibited a rapid appropriation of new literary trends by writers who, within a short span of time, became independently adept at the languages of magical realism, modernism and postmodernism.

The high culture fever (wenhua re 文化热) of the 1980s brought with it an outpouring of original literary works of various genres that literary scholars have classified as ‘modernist’ (xiandai pai 现代派), ‘avant-garde’ (xianfeng 先锋), ‘nativist’ (xiangtu 乡土) or ‘feminist’ (nüxing zhuyi 女性主义), to name just a few of the most widely used terms applied to creative writing of this period.4 In the broad discussions about literature that took place in mainland China in the mid-1980s, the term ‘avant-garde’ was defined vaguely, if at all, as representing ­cutting-edge works of an experimental character. At the same time, the avant-garde was perceived, as it was everywhere else, as bearing traces of artistic and political antagonism to the establishment.5 Critics differed in their approaches to the notion of the Chinese avant-garde.6 The more sceptical among them decided to use the terms ‘avant-garde’ in quotation marks when referring to experimental forms and techniques of all kinds.7 Others, such as Chen Xiaoming, promoted the idea of the existence of a postmodern ‘avant-garde school’ (xianfeng pai 先锋派) in fiction. According to Chen, the emergence in the latter half of the 1980s of this informal grouping of young authors such as Ma Yuan, Ge Fei and Yu Hua, to name but a few, was enabled by the earlier modernist (xiandai zhuyi 现代主义) endeavours of their older colleagues, such as Wang Meng 王蒙 (b. 1934). Furthermore, Chen speaks of the Chinese avant-garde school as a short-lived historical phenomenon that was at its height between 1986 and 1993, and subsequently faded away as a consequence of the shifting artistic interests of the individuals involved in the movement.8 Roughly at the same time as in the realm of fiction, in the 1980s, the notion of experimentalism, or avant-garde, made its way into theatre, where Lin Zhaohua 林兆华 (b. 1936) and Gao Xingjian were developing their original approach to drama.9 Since then, the notion of avant-gardism has been applied to a diverse range of dramatic endeavours, such as the highly popular theatre of Meng Jinghui 孟京辉 (b. 1965) or the much-discussed political production Qie Gewala 切‧格瓦拉 (Che Guevara) by Huang Jisu 黄纪苏 (b. 1955).

In comparison, discussion of avant-gardism in poetry has somehow been late to emerge. At the turn of the 1990s, this concept was introduced into critical discourse almost simultaneously by the poet Lan Ma 蓝马 (b. 1957) and the cultural critic Zhu Dake 朱大可.10 However, in contrast to the contemporary focus of the discussion of avant-garde fiction and drama, Lan and Zhu targeted not only the literary production of their contemporaries, but also earlier texts from the 1970s. ‘Misty Poetry’ (menglong shi 朦胧诗), associated with the unofficial journal Jintian 今天 (Today), founded in 1978 by Bei Dao 北岛 (Zhao Zhenkai 赵振开, b. 1949) and Mang Ke 芒克 (b. 1951), had long been identified as the start of the avant-garde movement (yundong 运动) in poetry. However, more recent publications, such as Dangdai xianfengshi sanshi nian 1979–2009: puxi yu diancang 当代先锋诗30年 1979–2009 ：谱系与典藏 (Thirty Years of Chinese Avant-garde Poetry: Genealogy and Archives), a 2012 collection edited by two authorities on contemporary Chinese poetry, Tang Xiaodu 唐晓渡 (b. 1954) and Zhang Qinghua 张清华 (b. 1963), have revised the dating. They tend to regard avant-garde poetics as rooted in the invisible (yinxing 隐形) or underground (dixia 地下) writing from the Cultural Revolution period. In a conversation between Tang and Zhang that opens their anthology, both scholars emphasise the impact of Huang Xiang 黄翔 (b. 1941), Shizhi 食指 (Guo Lusheng 郭路生, b. 1948), and the ‘Baiyang Marshes poetry group’ (Baiyangdian shiqun 白洋淀诗群)11 on the future poets.12 According to Zhang, works by these older authors that circulated among the rusticated youth (zhiqing 知青) had enabled the emergence of a new symbolic code that was entirely different from, and alternative to, Maoist language and literary form. This new and unfamiliar poetical vocabulary was the reason behind the perception of Misty Poetry as obscure, but also as counter to any cultural orthodoxy, be it Confucian or Marxist-Maoist.13

The following sections seek to cast some light on the phenomenon of Chinese avant-garde poetry from a gendered perspective. This chapter also discusses the significance of female-authored literature within the field. This inquiry takes as its departure point Maghiel van Crevel’s discussion of avant-gardism as an entanglement of aesthetic and institutional relations.14



Women’s poetry and the avant-garde of feminism

Since its emergence in 1986,15 the term nüxing shige 女性诗歌, together with its most common English translation, ‘women’s poetry’, have remained concepts which are at best fuzzy, but more often unfortunately misleading. In order to avoid essentialising or simplifying equations of women’s poetry with all poetry by biological women, scholars in the field have emphasised that nüxing shige is a discourse that encompasses poetical, critical, and theoretical texts of all sorts dedicated to female-authored poetry, that self-consciously represent a gender-aware or feminist perspective. Furthermore, these scholars often claim that the emergence of this cultural phenomenon must be discussed within the broader sociocultural context of the post-Maoist thaw in the PRC.

The notion of ‘women’s poetry’ emerged in mainland China for the first time when the literary world tried to come to grips with the debut of a young Sichuanese poet, Zhai Yongming 翟永明 (b. 1955). Since 1982 her poems had appeared in various unofficial literary publications of limited provincial range, but in 1986 a selection from Zhai’s first long poetry series ‘Nüren’ 女人 (‘Women’) was printed for the first time in the prestigious national journal Shikan 诗刊 (Poetry Journal). In addition to the twenty poems, in 1984 Zhai completed an essay as a preface to the series, titled ‘Heiye de yishi’ 黑夜的意识 (‘The black night consciousness’).16 This text, which officially appeared in print only in 1993, may be described as the first manifesto of ‘difference feminism’17 in contemporary Chinese literature. It also shows that, from the very beginning of her literary career, Zhai has actively contributed to the establishment of a critical space ‘of her own’ dedicated to women’s literature and art from and beyond mainland China.

The heading of this text already included the key phrase that would soon become essential to the emancipation of female-authored poetry from both the official and the unofficial literary canon, namely, the dark nocturnal nature of the rising feminine consciousness. Zhai’s debut triggered a revolution in poetic language, because the writing subject spoke in her own voice, which countered not only the patriarchal tradition, or the neo-patriarchal red orthodoxy, but also the androcentric imaginary intrinsic to Misty Poetry. The metaphoric ‘black night’ (heiye 黑夜) became the symbolic birthplace of female subjectivity for the post-revolutionary era, as this emerging new subject needed a language in which the distinctly female experience of being in the world could eventually be represented. Consequently, Zhai and the first wave of women’s poetry (1985–1989) were at the vanguard of gendering literary language in China.18 The new way of writing has long influenced not only subsequent poetical writing, but also female-authored fiction and drama.

From a historical perspective, Zhai took on the topic of female subjectivity as it emerged at a time when previously hegemonic gender representations had become the subject of critique. Many women of the poet’s generation were already feeling increasingly alienated from the revolutionary symbolism, and neither could they relate to pre-revolutionary representations of femininity.19 Consequently, they no longer perceived these images from the past as a possible source of positive identification. Paradoxically, while there is no doubt that the Maoist period brought with it an entirely new gender politics that granted women access to the workforce and public life, and indeed allowed them to enter these spheres on a previously unprecedented scale, at the same time it never opened channels for the individuals who participated in this historical change to reflect on this experience on their own terms. They were not expected to speak about their feelings in an unrestrained, unscripted, bottom-up way. In light of the failure of gender-myopic socialist cultural politics, it is not surprising that in the 1980s, China witnessed not only an eruption of female creativity, but also pioneering works that aimed at the institutionalisation of women and gender studies in local academia.20

Zhai Yongming’s ‘The Black Night Consciousness’ shows that this surge of a new wave of (literary) feminism in post-Mao China was generated not only by the emergence of an alternative vocabulary situated outside of the hegemonic gender and linguistic matrix, but also in the eventual outburst of a long-suppressed female anger. In contrast to the well-established conventions that through the ages had equated feminine modes of creative expression with weakness and inferiority, Zhai perceives her own marginality within the intellectual orthodoxy as a source of strength. She assumes, moreover, that the otherness of women’s poetical language could indeed be turned into an enabling position from which literary orthodoxy itself could be questioned, revisited and eventually rewritten. Thus, the opening sentences of her early manifesto are a testament to her maturity and strength as a woman and a female poet:


Now is the moment when at last I’ve become powerful. Or perhaps I should say that now I’ve finally become aware of the world around me and of the implications of my place in it. An individual and universal inner consciousness—I call this Black Night Consciousness—has ordained that I be the bearer of female (nüxing) consciousness, beliefs, and feelings, and that I will directly take that charge upon myself, and put it into what I see as the best work I can do on behalf of that consciousness. Namely, poetry.21



In the following paragraphs of this text, Zhai not only positions the female subject as a site of difference, but, furthermore, proposes a new conceptual framework for female-authored literature. She first differentiates between three distinct strategies within women’s writing. The first, which she identifies as the conventional feminine or girlish mode of expression (nüziqi 女子气) is, according to Zhai, too self-obsessed and withdrawn to offer stable ground for subversion of the androcentric tradition. The poet contrasts this weak femininity with a strong feminist (nüquan 女权) standpoint that in her opinion is too antagonising and forceful in tenor, and, consequently, not suitable to represent a genuine women’s writing. Zhai proposes a third perspective, the female (nüxing 女性) one, as an expression of creative maturity and gender consciousness within a hostile world that could potentially bring with it a true linguistic and formal breakthrough. Consequently, the poet asserts, ‘of these three qualitatively different modes of expression – the feminine, feminist and the female – only the last has any true literary value’.22 Zhai subsequently notes that most female poets had not yet become aware of their own power. As a result, the author perceives them as either trapped within the narrow confines of their individual emotions, or as imitating male writers, due to a lack of a deeper sense of understanding of their personal condition. Instead of dwelling within the confines imposed on them by the androcentric system of representation, female authors had to face the ‘cruel reality’ of their position in tradition, culture, language, etc.23

Zhai’s literary debut shocked the (male) critics, many of whom were also members of various informal avant-garde poetry groups that spread across post-Mao China. In response to ‘The Black Night Consciousness’, and clearly under its influence, in a 1987 article, Tang Xiaodu put forward the view that women poets have always occupied an inferior position in culture, but true women’s poetry must emerge from resistance to and confrontation with this destiny. Only when fully aware of their precarious position could female poets possibly undermine the hegemonic cultural order.24 Tang perceived Zhai Yongming as the first female writer gifted with such subversive potential due to her early poetic imaginary being so much at odds with conventional literary voices, masks and images.

In a similar manner, Zhang Qinghua, Tang’s interlocutor and co-editor of a comprehensive collection of avant-garde poetry, recalled how shocked and astonished (zhenjing 震惊) his first reading of the ‘The Black Night Consciousness’ had left him.25 Moreover, in one of his earlier texts from 1998, Zhang had already identified Zhai’s essay as the beginning of contemporary feminist writing (nüxing zhuyi xiezuo 女性主义写作)26 in China. His claim seems surprising at first glance, because it turns ‘The Black Night Consciousness’ into the avant-garde of feminist expression, while Zhai herself in this text expounded her negative evaluation of feminism.

There are understandable historical reasons behind this conceptual confusion. Zhai addressed some of them in her 2006 conversation with Ouyang Jianghe 欧阳江河 (b. 1956). Ouyang, an acknowledged poet himself, stressed that the notion of ‘women’s poetry’ has emerged in China only after the publication of Zhai’s ‘Women’, and that, furthermore, poetry was the forerunner of a gender-conscious voice in literature. In the course of the discussion, Ouyang, in a similar manner to Zhang Qinghua, uses ‘women’s poetry’ and ‘feminist poetry’ (nüxing zhuyi shige 女性主义诗歌) as interchangeable concepts. In response, Zhai contextualised her own feminist trajectory as a writer. Her remarks show clearly that, first, the phenomenon of ‘women’s poetry’ has to be understood on its own local or historical terms, and second, that it is also inseparable from a dynamic sociocultural context. Zhai’s words reflect the changing understanding of feminism in mainland China:


In the 1980s the conversation was mainly about nüquan [i.e. egalitarian feminism, the equivalent of Western feminism in the Maoist vocabulary]; only in the 1990s did the conceptual focus gradually shift, perhaps in tune with changes in the Western feminist movement. Within this period, the focus of the Western feminist movement shifted from emphasising gender inequality, and antagonism towards men, to a foregrounding of gender difference as a possible site of [a positive identification and of the emergence of a genuine female] subjectivity.27



That being said, one could – although only in retrospect – more precisely describe Zhai’s early writing from the 1980s as one first site of a budding feminism of gender difference. Even if today Zhai no longer opposes the feminist label, in the early 1980s she spoke of ‘female consciousness’ (nüxing yishi 女性意识) to describe her own creative commitment to the notion of irreducible differences between the sexes and, furthermore, to demand a social recognition and representation of these differences. At the beginning of her writing career, Zhai considered that only the female (nüxing) subject position offered an acceptable way out of the feminine-feminist dilemma. Moreover, this choice of vocabulary resonated with and represented the life experience of a whole generation of women, who began to question the terms on which the masculine nationalist and revolutionary culture had ‘liberated’ (jiefang 解放) them. The publication of ‘Women’ was, indeed, the birthmark of an independent female voice in contemporary Chinese poetry. Once it had appeared, this voice could no longer be tamed and Zhai found numerous followers. Due to a genuine surge of female-authored poetry, critics retrospectively praised the three years between 1985 and 1989 as the ‘golden era’ of women’s poetry in China.28 That does not, however, change the fact that Zhai’s own success took her by surprise. She struggled to come to terms with the unexpected popularity, and that was one of the reasons for her active engagement in the critical discourse surrounding women’s literature and art.

With time, however, it became clear that after the publication of ‘Women’, the implications and consequences of introducing the categories of sex and gender into the discourse of poetry could no longer be omitted in critical discussion. Due to the essentialising tendencies inherent to the debate, many writers, Zhai among them, expressed fears that they would always be read through the lens of certain ideas of female psychology and physiology. Consequently, female poets emphasised in their numerous metatextual contributions that, besides presenting a distinctly female point of view, women’s poetry is a literary genre and, as such, should be judged only on its aesthetic merits. In a 1989 critical essay, Zhai Yongming pointed to some problems intrinsic to literary criticism that most commonly confronted female poets. First, the majority of critics regarded women’s poetry as a sociological rather than a literary phenomenon. Second, even if critics had been eagerly labelling poets as members of a school of ‘women’s poetry’, they often did so only on the premise of the poet’s biological sex, without engaging in an in-depth discussion of her distinct poetic language. Thus, due to the unfortunate lack of any genuine critical discussion, some female authors were able to enter the literary scene due to the intense publicity surrounding women’s writing by simply adopting a pattern of writing and some metaphors that were commonly identified with ‘women’s poetry’. Zhai’s polemic addressed the shortcomings of the critique, while claiming at the same time that the crisis in women’s poetry was primarily self-induced by authors who had indulged in endless repetition of once-original images until they lost all their shocking novelty:


Thematic narrowness and the impact of individual writers have led to the fact that women’s poetry largely consists of repetitions and self-duplication. Themes have become monotonous as the result of an extreme individualisation [of writing], and have been transformed into a common female allegorical language. Consequently, most works by female poets may be regarded as similar poetic diaries, and poetry itself has been subsumed to didactic aims or turned into a megaphone for voicing complaints and dissatisfaction. [Their poetry] has been written without an aesthetic consciousness, has not been scrutinised for accordance with aesthetic standards and in its essence remains disconnected from the real world. Even more, it lacks linguistic innovation, creativity and lyricism and thus has lost all its artistic qualities.29



In the concluding part of her sober critique, Zhai suggested that, in order to find a way out of the creative and critical impasse, women’s poetry has to reinvent itself. She also claimed that if female poets want to avoid reducing themselves to a set of dull iterations, they must discover new sources of creative energy, but first they must return to language and devote themselves to the task of perfecting their linguistic skills.

In 1989, it seemed that women’s poetry as an artistic trend evinced another essential avant-garde feature: a relatively short-lived nature. The shocking newness could not be sustained for long, and soon after the rise of ‘black night consciousness’ poetry journals were attacked by a ‘black whirlwind’ (hei xuanfeng 黑旋风)30 of its imitators. By the end of the 1980s, the sense of novelty had worn off and, from today’s perspective, the year 1989 may be regarded not only as the close of the first phase in contemporary women’s poetry, but also as a turning point in a broader sense. By this time, Zhai had already published her first three major poetry cycles,31 which documented her coming of age as a woman and a female poet. Furthermore, she found herself at a creative crossroads at a time when the socio-historical context could also no longer be ignored. The aftermath of political turmoil sent her, like many other Chinese intellectuals and artists, abroad, and she spent two years in New York (1990–1992). The avant-garde poetry scene entered the 1990s shattered and jaded.



Wings – spaces of their own

Before Zhai’s poetry started to appear in Shikan and other established national literary journals, her works had been introduced in local unofficial publications. As in the case of many other poets, her publishing history proves that avant-garde authors can, and often do, easily cross the divide between the unofficial and official literary scenes. In the 1980s, the energy of the former accumulated into a flood of independent journals, most of which did not survive long. In contrast to other acknowledged groupings associated with the avant-garde, the first wave of women poets did not produce such a representative organ, or a collective identity as an informal grouping. Many female poets viewed the label ‘women poets’ much more as a curse than a blessing. To some of them, the abandonment of the notion of women’s poetry seemed the only way to rescue their writing from critics who had been increasingly scrutinising their works through the lens of a fixed set of images and metaphors.32

In light of the scene’s disintegration, it is not surprising that it took almost another ten years for the avant-garde movement in women’s poetry to gain a new momentum, which led to its reappearance in a more institutionalised form. The shifting reality of the Chinese postsocialist transformation of the 1990s, which was accompanied by a diversification of the cultural landscape, together with the rise of feminist scholarship, set the sociocultural background against which the reemergence of women’s poetry took place. In the late 1990s, young scholars of Chinese literature and poets rooted in informal poetry groups active at Peking University decided that more space was needed for a systematic exploration of women’s poetry and other writing. Zhou Zan 周瓒 (b. 1968), a poet and academic who has devoted her academic career to theorising contemporary female-authored poetry, became the main driving force behind the inception of an unofficial (­minjian 民间) journal exclusively focused on the discourse of women’s poetry. Significantly, Zhou was able to win substantial support from Zhai Yongming for the idea of an informal publication devoted to women’s poetry, but also to gender-aware theory and translation. Zhai became a co-editor of the journal and remains the most prominent poet within the unofficial poetry network. In May 1998, copies of the first issue of the magazine were distributed in Beijing, mainly around the Peking University campus. The journal, which in 2020 celebrated its twenty-second anniversary, was named Yi 翼 (Wings).

Since the establishment of the journals Qimeng 启蒙 (Enlightenment) and the much more influential Jintian in 1978, unofficial publications have become the main vehicle for disseminating avant-garde poetry.33 ‘Unofficial’ is a broad term that describes various cultural initiatives independent of the government and state-controlled publishing houses and, as such, exposed to censorship as well as financial and organisational constraints. Until the end of the 1980s, the independent cultural scene defined itself mainly as in opposition to the party-state, and today it is still facing political limitations, but in a globalised market setting. Furthermore, the vibrant creative community of so-called independent artists and writers should not be seen as separated from the official cultural mainstream, because many of the actors – Zhai Yongming among them – participate in both realms. In addition, with the rise of the internet and new social media, the spaces of interactions have been extended and pluralised on a previously unprecedented scale. Generally speaking, unofficial and independent cultural production has benefited from technical opportunities that emerged as part of the new mediascapes.

When it first began in 1998, however, Wings appeared in a more traditional form as a platform for spreading avant-garde female-authored and feminist literary theory from China and beyond. In terms of design and quality, the zine resembled the unofficial productions of earlier decades. The editors struggled with the same challenges as other publishers of independent publications. The main difficulty was of a purely practical nature: lacking access to state funding, the editors faced financial problems and many of the journals folded soon after their inception. In an interview, the female writer Chen Si’an 陈思安 (b. 1986), who is also the youngest member of the current Wings editorial team, wrote about the first years of the journal as follows:


I was sorting out old journals when I discovered a small slip of paper between the pages of the third issue of Wings. It said: ‘Sister Zhai [i.e. Zhai Yongming] 200, Dai Jinhua [戴锦华, b. 1959] 100, Zhang Er [张耳, b. 1961] 100 …’ The costs of printing were collected together from such bits and pieces – you, one hundred, me, two hundred. It was really miserable.34



Despite all the obstacles, in 1998 the emergence of the poorly printed Wings seems to have been much anticipated. The initial group of readers attracted by the first issue’s two hundred copies consisted mainly of students from Peking University, where Zhou Zan was a PhD candidate in Chinese literature. Among them were many aspiring poets whose works also appeared in the journal later on. This issue introduced works by six female poets: Zhai Yongming, Tang Danhong 唐丹鸿 (b. 1965), Mu Qing 穆青 (b. 1973), Yu Lin 与邻 (Zhang Yuling 张宇凌 b. 1975), Lü Yue 吕约 (b. 1972), and Zhou Zan.35 With the exceptions of Tang Danhong and Lü Yue, the featured authors were all part of the editorial collective. Zhai Yongming and Tang Danhong were the only ones who had participated in the first wave of women’s poetry in the 1980s, and as such they were the ones who were most aware of the difficulties women’s poetry had been facing. Their prior experiences had proven that women’s poetry needed to be complemented by a mature theoretical discussion about how and why gender and artistic production are mutually entangled. Drawing a lesson from the broken trajectory of women’s poetry in the 1980s, the editors of Wings have shown a strong commitment to theoretical and didactic work from the beginning.36



Taking off – ‘flying is a woman’s gesture’37


In contrast to the previous decades, by the end of the 1990s most mainstream academics and critics had already heard about women’s and gender studies. Even if they had not been incorporated into the standard curriculum yet, crucial texts of Western feminism from the so-called second and third wave had become available in Chinese translations as part of the ongoing processes of globalisation of cultural production and internationalisation of scholarship.38 They were also subsequently reappropriated by local scholarship on women’s writing. One of the theories that resonated well within film and literature departments of the more progressive sections of Chinese academia was the project of écriture féminine.

The concept of écriture féminine as a site of women’s emancipation and self-empowerment in and through writing may be traced back to the French philosopher Hélène Cixous’s (b. 1937) manifesto ‘Le Rire de la Méduse’ (1975; English translation ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, 1976; Chinese translation ‘Meidusha de xiaosheng’ 美杜莎的笑声, 1992). In her writing, Cixous rebels against the exclusion of women from the phallocentric symbolic order, in which they have been denied access to power over representations. According to Cixous, women could disrupt the patriarchal order and question its latent sexist mechanisms in a new type of writing that inscribes the feminine language and body into texts. One of the most important metaphors in Cixous’s writing is that of flying/stealing (voler). She states in ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ that the task of écriture féminine is not to compete with men for mastery of the Symbolic39 through the appropriation of their instruments, concepts and places. Leaving the obsession with power to men, women who ‘write themselves’ have to ‘dash through’ and ‘fly’. According to Cixous, in order to undo the masculine repression intrinsic to language, women cannot but misbehave and overthrow its rules:


Flying is woman’s gesture – flying in language and making it fly. We have all learned the art of flying and its numerous techniques; for centuries we have only been able to possess anything only by flying; we have lived in flight, stealing away, finding, when desired, narrow passageways, hidden crossovers. It’s no accident that voler has a double meaning, that it plays on each of them and thus throws away the agent of sense. It’s no accident: women take after birds and robbers just as robbers take after women and birds.40



In retrospect, and making use of Cixous’s metaphorical language, it may be said that this is what a group of female authors did in China in the late 1980s: they stole the language of poetry from men and flew away to write against all that had been previously said in their name, but not in their own words. From this point of view, it is not surprising that Zhou Zan chose a quotation from Cixous’s ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ as the opening motto for the first issue of the journal Wings. It says ‘Qidai shi juedui biyaode’ 期待是绝对必要的 (‘Anticipation Is Imperative’),41 and the quote is followed by Zhou’s programmatic foreword that foregrounds the affiliation of women’s poetry to écriture féminine and recalls Cixous’s words: ‘Flying is a woman’s gesture – flying in language and making it fly.’42 In the closing paragraph, Zhou reminds her readers that the actual power of women’s creativity and imagination has long surpassed the weak position it was assigned in the history of literature. She concludes that in order to develop an independent exchange on women’s writing there must be a new space dedicated to it – one that could no longer be ignored by official scholarship and neither, more significantly, could it be colonised by academia. In the editor’s words, poetry is capable of flying, and that is why this independent space was named Wings.

The inception of Wings may be regarded as the opening of a new chapter in the history of contemporary women’s poetry in China. The journal emanated fresh energy, necessary to make the language of poetry fly again after the first wave of women’s poetry had flattened at the beginning of the 1990s. Consequently, in the first place, the editorial collective sought to offer a way out of the creative and theoretical impasse. This point of departure defined the preliminary publishing strategy of the journal and the first issues featured numerous programmatic and theoretical texts. Wings proposed a program for avant-garde female-authored poetry that was inspired not only by feminist thought but also by postcolonial theory. Being aware of the risks inherent in promoting a gendered, or feminist, perspective in a generally patriarchal society, the editors decided that they needed a ‘strategic essentialism’ (celüehua de benzhi 策略化的本质) in order to avoid a de-politicisation of their work:


In the first place, women’s writing is an affirmation of the writing activity; it is aware of the convergence and consolidation of power in writing. It regards the mediation of women’s intimate and deep life experiences and their mental orientations as its main objective. From the standpoint of a ‘strategic essentialism’ (Spivak) women’s writing is not only a result of physiology, but even more, it is the culturally and socio-historically constructed gender difference that has influenced women’s psychology and creativity. Consequently, women’s writing aims at a critique and a rethinking of the place of gender within culture.43



With this text, Wings finally delivered a counterpoint to the previously dominant tendency in criticism to simply equate women’s poetry with innate, individual ‘feminine consciousness’ alone and embarked on an investigation into socially constructed conditions of female authorship. It can be said that the journal stood at the forefront of re-politicising women’s writing so that it could meet the demands of the new era, in which women have been exposed to previously unknown risks and challenges.

Zhou Zan’s ‘Foreword’ to the first issue of Wings positions feminist writing and criticism from the PRC within a cosmopolitan frame of reference. Zhou reminds her readers that since the beginning of the discourse of women’s poetry in the 1980s, female authors and scholars have been struggling, consciously or not, with various straitjackets into which they had been forced by literary critics. For example, ‘The Black Night Consciousness’ by Zhai Yongming demonstrates the poet’s search for an alternative to the critical labels conventionally applied to female-authored writing. Zhai could identify neither with conventional views on feminine poetics that equated female authorship with a gentle, delicate style, nor with ‘feminist writing’ subsumed under ideology. In her ‘Foreword’ Zhou seeks to do away with the distance posited between poetics and politics – a false binary that has been latently shaping critical reactions to female writing. Accordingly, she quotes from two texts that deal with questions of unapologetic femininity of a written text (Cixous) and with political engagement as a woman (Spivak). Even though these authors do not relate to the sociocultural context of mainland China, they respond to the challenges that writing women have been dealing with independent of time and place. In his approach to culture that emphasises the processes of meeting and blending of cultures on both individual and collective levels, Wolfgang Welsch speaks of such texts and works of art as ‘transculturally effective’: ‘Though not made for us, the works seem to address us; we feel attracted to them, fascinated by them’.44 Hence, writings by authors associated with Wings reveal their fascination with the transcultural archives of Chinese feminism, in which foreign influences intermingle with the local poetic tradition.

In 2000, the third issue of the journal featured a discussion with Dai Jinhua, an acknowledged feminist scholar, who addressed many of the anxieties that have arisen in the wake of socio-economic transformations. One of the co-editors, the young poet Mu Qing, related these changes as follows:


It is a pity that, so many years after the feminist struggle began, the environment in which we live has not changed much. In addition, we have to face the fact that women and their writings are being turned into commodities by the logic of the market, into beautiful ‘things’ which can be enjoyed and put on sale.45



That was perhaps the aspect with which Dai Jinhua could connect best, as her own research interests had gradually shifted in the 1990s from women’s literature towards cultural studies and, more specifically, to a critique of globalisation and neoliberalism. In response, she emphasised that women’s writing (nüxing xiezuo 女性写作) has always occupied a politicised space and that this intellectual lineage must not be forgotten:


There is an alternative understanding of women’s writing – it is a compilation that is rooted in all forms of discrimination that have affected weak and oppressed groups, or in other words, its content must result from power relations shaped by entanglements of class, race, etc.46



According to Dai, the creation of an unofficial literary journal opened a way out, not only from the stiff language of literary criticism, but also from market logic, with its mechanisms of objectifying women and women’s writings. She compared the spontaneous literary production to a guerrilla war against market forces:


Frankly speaking, in the face of current globalisation, all we can do is engage in a kind of ‘guerrilla warfare’, that is, oppose all official spaces – why should we want to enter those large spaces at all? Between these big/public spaces and the small/private spaces of discussion circles restricted to friends only, there is something like Wings – an unofficial journal, a special collective and a space of distinct aspirations. This space is unaffected by the market, [access to the journal] is not sold, perhaps it does not comply with the market logic in any way.47



From today’s perspective, it can be said that Wings has indeed become the transculturally inclusive place outside the market that Dai Jinhua was imagining in this exchange with the editors of the journal. The editors of the journal have also managed to sustain this philosophy throughout the years while, at the same time, they have adjusted their activities to changing socio-economic conditions.



Changing faces of the avant-garde: Wings 2.0

Exploring and pushing further the limits of women’s writing in the Chinese language has been the main aim pursued by the women poets and critics who have been associated with Wings. Apart from transgressing generational boundaries, the journal has also ventured into two new realms that have significantly changed the perception of Chinese-language women’s poetry in the twenty-first century. The first of these is the genre crossover into theatre and performance art, one that resonates with Dai Jinhua’s claim that women’s writing is an activity that goes beyond the written text. The second transgression, of media boundaries, has been facilitated by the emergence of the internet and social media, together with new communication channels, all of which have been eagerly explored by writers since then.48 Wings belongs to the avant-garde of internet publishing in mainland China and beyond. Consequently, starting from the ninth issue, the editors ceased printing the journal in favour of – in Zhou Zan’s words – virtual ‘green publishing’ (lüse chuban 绿色出版).49

In view of the great importance of the practice of recitation for the discourse of contemporary poetry in China, the movement of women’s poetry to the stage is not a surprising development. Nevertheless, theatrical productions based on texts stemming from women’s poetry represent a new approach to performing poetry onstage. They also exemplify a successful cooperation between various non-governmental, unofficial agencies which negotiate with states and markets, but stay outside of them.

In 2008, the independent (duli) theatre group Piaochong Jushe 瓢虫剧社 (Ladybird Theatre) was established in Beijing by Zhou Zan and the female director Cao Kefei 曹克非 (b. 1964). In 2009, they brought the first play based on women’s poetry in Chinese to the stage in Beijing. In line with the experimental spirit of the Ladybird Theatre troupe, the play combined poetry, drama, performance, and contemporary dance with experimental music, or noise art. Among the performers were trained dancers and professional artists, but also amateurs, for example the poet Zhou Zan, who permanently joined the troupe. They found the first results of this stage experiment encouraging, and their ongoing exploration of new possibilities inherent to translating poetry into theatre soon resulted in the staging of their second play, Chengzuo guoshanche feixiang weilai 乘坐过山车飞向未来 (Flying into the Future on a Roller Coaster) in 2011. It had its première in the capital, followed by performances in Chengdu, Shenzhen 深圳 and Taipei 台北.

These genre-bending theatre experiments may be regarded as another step in the process of amplifying women’s voices in the public sphere and, more generally, emphasising the multiple possibilities intrinsic to speaking from a position of any gender. It is, naturally, also part of the process of moving into society and reaching a new public outside the closed circle of Wings readers.

Bringing women’s poetry to the stage was only one of the attempts the Wings collective made to transform the ‘in-between space’ they originally created with female-authored texts in mind, with the help of and as a reaction to the growing popularity of new media, which have become one of the major factors in the cultural production of the twenty-first century. As already mentioned, the eighth issue of the independent journal was also the last to appear in traditional printed form and since May 2014 the journal has been available online, for example on the Douban.com platform.50

Since moving online, the editorial team behind Wings has continued to publish women’s writing, but has also explored other possibilities offered by the new medium. They have remained committed to their initial non-commercial guerrilla tactics and offered free open access to two newly compiled collections of poetry. In addition to these two special issues of the e-journal, the editors began to publish collections of poems, works in translation, and also the first works of fiction by female authors. Access to these e-books, a few of which are also available in printed form, can be obtained through the Wings website. As a result, the journal has transformed into an unofficial publishing house, a change that is also formally denoted by its new designation: an independent (duli) women’s press.51 The space Wings occupies on Douban is directly linked to the publisher’s website. According to Zhou Zan, profits from book sales cover some of the expenses resulting from maintaining the online presence, and the team’s engagement with independent theatre also contributes to this.52

Besides e-publishing and open access publishing, the internet provides a space for instant exchange of opinions and many of the online followers of Wings leave comments on the works produced – both texts and performances. In July 2019, more than 1,300 followers of the journal were registered with Douban. It is clear that the new media have helped independent publishers to move beyond a small circle of a few hundred friends, and subsequently become part of virtual world literature.

A closer look reveals that the discourse of women’s poetry fits very well into previous discussions of Chinese avant-garde poetry by Day,53 van Crevel, and Lee.54 Since its emergence in the 1980s, it has occupied a fluid in-between zone that is generated from creative spaces brought into existence by unofficial journals, transnational art galleries, elite poetry awards, or even bars, such as the Baiye 白夜 (White Nights) in Chengdu, owned by Zhai Yongming. Regardless of the spaces where it has been quoted, recited, or performed, women’s poetry has been offering an alternative poetic voice that questions its own tradition (or the lack thereof) from a gender-aware perspective. It has been countering the traditional identification of female-authored writing with weakness and gentility, and ‘red’ legacies of political lyricism (zhengzhi shuqing 政治抒情), but equally also the cult of the individual (masculine) poetic voice which had accompanied the rise to prominence of Misty Poetry. Through critical texts published in Wings, women’s poetry positioned itself in a politicised space of feminist struggles, as well as at the crossroads of local and transnational lineages of female creativity.

In addition, the discourse has been conspicuously reinventing itself and reasserting its vanguard position within the cultural scene, most recently through venturing into performative and material aspects of poetry. Both these aspects involve embodied participation by authors and readers, a precondition for theatrical production, but also posting text and interacting with literature on the internet. Some of the authors, Zhai Yongming among them, have inquired with their newer works into the ‘mutating DNA of the Chinese script’.55 Zhai also wrote poems in response to media reports on various events that shook public opinion in China, such as the tainted milk scandal of 2008.56 Consequently, it can be said that since the turn of the century we can observe a new type of intertextuality that emerges from the contact zones between women’s poetry and new media. Besides poetry’s becoming part of the media landscape as virtual texts, but also through images and videos taken during the Ladybird troupe performances mentioned above, media content has also found its way into women’s poetry and, perhaps as a consequence, brought the genre closer to the rough materiality of social life.
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Introduction

In her study on literary modernism in Republican-era China, Shu-mei Shih notes that modernism never actually ‘traveled one way from a point of origin to a place of destination’.1 Yet both Western and Chinese critics consistently conceptualised it as doing so, portraying China as the ‘cultural recipient’ of ideas and models that arrived there from the outside.2 Narratives of late-twentieth-century intellectual life have analogously employed metaphors of ‘arrival’ and ‘influx’ to describe how Chinese authors, thinkers, and artists engaged with ideas and trends considered non-native.3 Such metaphors risk eliding the agency of the individuals and institutions involved in that complex effort, while overlooking ‘cross-­fertilization’ and ‘transcultural interactions’, to use Shih’s words again.4

This study instead foregrounds the meanings and characteristics that an artistic language first canonised in the West, namely ‘body art’ (shenti yishu 身体艺术, or routi yishu 肉体艺术), has assumed in the mainland Chinese intellectual context through its adoption and interpretation. With this aim in view, this chapter will first introduce the emergence of body art in post-1978 China, and then examine the debate surrounding an art performance by woman artist Zhao Yue 赵跃 (b. 1981) entitled Gezi 格子 (Lattice, or Grids, 2007). By examining the reception of body art and the case of Zhao Yue’s performance, in particular, the chapter points to body art as a cultural trend where postsocialist biopolitics and gendered cultural identities intersect with transcultural flows of artistic experimentation.

The development and reception of ‘body art’ in mainland China constitutes a less explored part of a wider intellectual trend – i.e. the study of, and experimentation with, languages and ideas previously banned as subverting the Communist Party’s orthodoxy on art. Underground experimentation which rejected Maoist axioms on art had already begun in the mid-1970s and surfaced in public exhibitions right after the start of the Reform era in 1978/1979.5 Groups of young artists started experimenting with a range of radically innovative avant-garde languages after the Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign of 1983, and especially around 1986.6 Body art in mainland China lies where this experimentation effort intersects with another post-Cultural Revolution intellectual trend that cuts across art and literature, namely the search for subjectivity and the introspective reflection on ‘the human subject’s own role in producing its meaning’.7 During the 1990s, a new phenomenon emerged in China’s painting and performance art: for the first time, the body ‘appeared as a “locus of the self” and an index of subjectivity’ and came to be ‘represented through an emotional lens’.8

This study defines body art based on the use of the human body as the primary material of artistic creation and the performance of actions of cruelty, modification and endangerment on the artist’s body.9 Others have adopted a different definition and labelled photographic works by artists like Fen·Ma Liuming 芬·马六明 (b. 1969) as ‘body art’ based on their display of the artists’ naked bodies.10 The definition adopted by this study stems from Lea Vergine’s11 and RoseLee Goldberg’s12 analyses of works by Gina Pane, Chris Burden and Wiener Aktionismus exponents Günter Brus, Herman Nitsch, Otto Mühl and Rudolf Schwarzkogler, among others. Gao Minglu13 and Silvia Fok14 have also drawn on Vergine’s analysis to interpret body art from China during the 1990s and 2000s, including works by Zhang Huan 张洹 (b. 1965) and He Yunchang 何云昌 (b. 1967). In the works of these artists as well as other prominent exponents of performance art in China – including, for example, He Chengyao15 何成瑶 (b. 1964), Yang Zhichao16 杨志超 (b. 1963), Wang Chuyu17 王楚禹 (b. 1974), and Qin Ga18 琴嘎 (b. 1971) – body art emerged in China as a timely and innovative artistic language with a remarkable potential for sociopolitical criticality, both in relation to the Chinese context specifically and to global modernities in general.

When it irrupted in the capitalist world in the 1960s, body art challenged the definition of artwork, a task initiated by Futurism, Surrealism, Dada and other avant-garde movements of the early twentieth century. As this study defines it, body art belongs to the category of performance art, which itself represents an ‘execution’ of conceptual art, or the rejection of art as a product.19 Critics like Vergine interpreted body art as an attack on bourgeois morals and values. They viewed it as part of a wider struggle for individual emancipation from bourgeois hypocrisy and bigotry, connected to the contemporaneous revolts against the massacres perpetrated by Western imperialism. They also described body art as showcasing the revolutionary politicisation of the private – issues that the protest movements of the late 1960s brought to the forefront of public debate.20 The horrific narratives that body art stages contain the potential to disenthral artists and audiences from the traumas and tensions they suffocate in themselves, denying the public ‘the illusion of simply sedate madness’.21

As we point to Vergine’s attempt to define body art, two observations about such ‘canonisation’ are in order. The first is that even though Vergine’s analysis mostly includes works by Euro-American artists, it also features performances by Japanese artists such as Hidetoshi Nagasawa 長澤 英俊 (1940–2018) (who had settled in Milan in the late 1960s), Yoko Ono 小野 洋子 (b. 1933) (e.g., Cut Piece, 1964), and Yayoi Kusama 草間 彌生 (b. 1929). Secondly, Lucy Weir has recently identified transcultural connections between Hijikata Tatsumi’s 土方 巽 (1928–1986) butoh 舞踏 performances and Wiener Aktionismus,22 while Joan Kee has highlighted examples of body art in South Korea during the late 1960s and early 1970s, including performances by Kang Kukjin (1939–1992), Jung Kangja (1942–2017), and Jung Chanseung (1942–1994) such as Murder on the Han River (1968).23 These examples complicate the notion that body art represents a ‘Western’ phenomenon – a notion that, as this chapter will show, has played a pivotal role in the reception of body art in China.



From the Cultural Revolution to body art

In the second half of the 1960s, during roughly the same years as Wiener Aktionismus, Mao Zedong unleashed in the Cultural Revolution a movement purportedly against bourgeois-reactionary values that often erupted in publicly staged cruelty on human bodies. Martina Köppel-Yang has compared the ‘total aestheticisation of politics, society, and everyday life’ during the Cultural Revolution to a Gesamtkunstwerk, or ‘overall artistic performance’, and to the Beuysian concept of Social Sculpture.24 The work of photo-journalist Li Zhensheng 李振盛 (1940–2020) has captured the quintessential expression of this aestheticisation – the staged torture and humiliation of so-called counter-revolutionaries during choreographed public gatherings.25

The impact of the experience of the Cultural Revolution on Chinese intellectual life during the 1980s and 1990s emerges most strikingly through the representation of pain and mental illness in avant-garde art. In her study on the laughing face in paintings by Yue Minjun 岳敏君 (b. 1962), Yang Shaobin 杨少斌 (b. 1963), and Zeng Fanzhi 曾梵志 (b. 1964) Katie Hill highlights the link between the representation of hysteria – often in connection with violence – and the trauma of the Cultural Revolution.26 Through public humiliation sessions, mass violence, and the destruction of historical artefacts, the Cultural Revolution built trauma into the very political structure, so that trauma itself became officially ‘condoned – indeed promoted – to carry out the furthering of the revolutionary process’.27

Experimentation by Chinese artists with performance art began around 1985. According to art critic Li Xianting 栗宪庭 (b. 1949), the first art performance was carried out at Peking University in November 1985 by a student of the Central Academy of Fine Arts named Wu Guanghui 吴光辉, who performed ‘action painting’ with black ink on his own cloth-wrapped body.28 Documentations of art performances staged decades earlier in Europe inspired early performances in China during the 1980s, often by groups of young artists. These artists observed such documentations in foreign and national publications and began to discuss their techniques and meanings among themselves. The art of Yves Klein (1928–1962) – a major figure in Nouveau Réalisme whose artistic career started after a brief but intense engagement with the Japanese art world of the early 1950s29 – appears to have played an especially important role. San Mu 三木 (b. 1963), Lin Yilin 林一林 (b. 1964) and other artists of the pioneering Nanfang yishujia shalong 南方艺术家沙龙 (Southern Artist Salon) have spoken of seeing an image from Klein’s performances – most probably Anthropométries (1960) – and being inspired by it, even though at that time they tended to ignore both the identity of the artist and details about the circumstances of such performances.30

As the works of art groups such as Chishe 池社 (Pond Society) and Guannian ershiyi 观念21 (Concept 21) show, the artist’s body constituted the main focus of performance art in China from the beginning. Packaging represented a new form of expression that early performance artists experimented with. Yet instead of packaging landmarks and buildings, as in Christo’s land art, the Chinese artists packaged their own bodies. For instance, in September 1986 Ding Yi 丁乙 (b. 1962), Qin Yifeng 秦一峰 (b. 1961) and Zhang Guoliang 张国梁 (b. 1963) wrapped themselves in yellow cloth and delivered a performance called Jietou budiao 街头布雕 (Street Cloth Sculptures) in various settings in Shanghai. While these artists declared that they had been inspired by Christo’s work,31 the performance also bears a certain resemblance to Günter Brus’ ‘self-packaging’ in Ana (1964).

Pushing this language to new extremes, Zhang Peili 张培力 (b. 1957) and Geng Jianyi 耿建翌 (1962–2017) realised one of the earliest examples of body art in China. In Baoza – guowang yu wanghou 包扎－国王与王后 (Wrapping Up – King and Queen, Luoyang, November 1986) they ‘packaged’ their bodies with newspapers and strings, giving the form a self-harming twist.32 The artists’ collaborators pressed the paper against Zhang’s and Geng’s bodies to cover every inch, then wrapped them tightly with red ropes. They thus inflicted on their victims a sense of suffocation, blindness, and impaired mobility.33 The written sheets pasted onto the artists’ bodies effaced their identity, enclosing them in an anonymous shell of paper covered with words that transformed them into sculptures with inscriptions but without individual features.34

While continuing the radical experimentation of the late 1980s, the avant-garde art that followed the authorities’ crackdown on the protest movements of 1989 displayed characteristics of de-ideologisation and cynicism35 – attitudes that artists shared with many contemporaneous intellectuals.36 Market reforms and commercialisation trends in every cultural domain encouraged attention-grabbing performances, as well as a diversification and de-academisation of artistic languages.37

Towards the end of the decade, much artistic research on the body seemed to focus on the theme of death. Several performances and installations employing human and animal corpses went to such extremes as to cause shock in the audience, thus entailing (lucrative) publicity for the artists. To illustrate this phenomenon, Meiling Cheng employs Bourdieu’s ‘symbolic capital’ to propose the term ‘violent capital’, which describes ‘the capital (artistic reputation and attendance rewards) gained by violent actions framed within the symbolic realm of art’.38 With the invasion of corpses and disembodied bodily tissues in art installations, the artists’ attention seemed to move away from living subjects and the issue of agency towards the representation of a ‘post-human’ or de-humanised world.

It is possible to argue that the late 1990s and early 2000s witnessed a return to sociopolitical criticism and a concern for the human condition in the works of body artists such as He Chengyao, Qin Ga, Wang Chuyu and Yang Zhichao. Their reflections focus on issues such as the relationship between humans and nature and between humans and history, mental illness, and gender roles.39 Works by Yang Zhichao and He Yunchang, for instance, lay bare the power of sociopolitical institutions over the individual’s body. He Yunchang has a penchant for physically demanding and dangerous performances that points to a concern for the relation between humans and their natural and built environments – a topic also addressed in performances by contemporaneous artists such as Cang Xin 苍鑫 (b. 1967), Qiu Zhijie 邱志杰 (b. 1969) and Song Dong 宋冬 (b. 1966).40

For Yi mi minzhu 一米民主 (One Metre Democracy, 2010), He Yunchang gathered a group of friends and told them that a surgeon would perform a metre-long incision from his shoulder to his leg, without anaesthesia, if they voted in favour of the operation. A majority did so and the incision was carried out on the artist’s body in the presence of the voters. As is common in Chinese works of body art, the artist here designs and receives, but has others carry out the act of self-inflicted cruelty. This provocative aspect of One Metre Democracy evokes a performance by Chris Burden, Shoot (1971), in which Burden’s assistant shot the artist in the arm with a rifle. Goldberg reports that after the performance, ‘Burden claimed that all those in the gallery were implicated in his act of self-inflicted violence through their failure to intervene’.41 He Yunchang’s performance satirises the potential inhumanity of majority rule, here identified with ‘democracy’. But is the artist critiquing election-based political systems? Or does he – as blogger Mélanie Wang, an eye-witness of the performance, suggested – demonstrate the real price of democracy?42



The body and the state

At the turn of the century, following the increasingly attention-grabbing use of bodies and corpses, and the growing visibility of performance art in China as a result of large-scale exhibitions,43 body art no longer counted as an underground phenomenon. Now it began to attract the censure of the cultural establishment.44 In 2002, art historian and former vice-director of the National Museum of China (2010–2016), Chen Lüsheng 陈履生 (b. 1956) criticised performances by Chinese artists for displaying excessive ‘methods of self-abuse’.45 The scholar did not merely condemn the method, but also its perceived non-local character. When it came to performance art, Chen directed his criticism especially at the ‘attempt to use vulgar imitations to blend into global trends’ and the alleged lack of creativity, blaming it on a ‘childish, imitative psychology’.46

Chen Lüsheng implicitly acknowledges that ‘shock art’ and body art express a social critique when he argues that ‘overemphasis on art’s social introspection and social significance’ ‘counterproductively demonstrates antisocial behaviour’. He attributes such overemphasis to an excess of solicitude towards the human condition. It is also worth noting that Chen is appalled not as much by nudity, as by the ‘blind infatuation with injury’ and the ‘terrifying, bloody, intolerable, hair-raising acts’ that test ‘our psychological capabilities’. This includes acts displaying physical resistance and endurance. According to Chen Lüsheng, ‘the challenging of physiological limits has lost its artistic significance’. He disparagingly compares this to entries in the Guinness World Records. Chen warns that if such performances are tolerated, self-inflicted cruelty will turn into violence against other human beings. For Chen, body art represents a danger that goes beyond a redefinition of ‘art’ or even a critique of social ills.47 It constitutes a risk to social order. It is the nightmare of social ‘chaos’ – rather than puritanism or cultural conservatism – that underpins Chen’s attack.

Chen’s 2002 argument reflects the spirit of a 2001 Notice from the Ministry of Culture that ordered the end of ‘performance or display of bloody, cruel or obscene spectacles in the name of “art”’.48 The Notice singled out for crackdown public performances featuring self-mutilation, the abuse of animals, and the display of human or animal remains, also prohibiting the diffusion of such acts through any medium. The Notice ordered the prevention and punishment of such acts by arguing that ‘such hideous behaviour violates national law, disturbs public order, corrupts social mores, and harms the bodily and spiritual health (shen xin jiankang 身心健康) of the popular masses, with abominable consequences on society’.49

In order to counter the allegedly corrupting influence of these performances, the Notice also instructed the relevant local authorities to actively promote a ‘correct’ aesthetic sense through the traditional means of propaganda and education. They were therefore expected to ‘reinforce positive propaganda’ and help the public improve their ability to ‘identify and appreciate art’ by intensifying ‘education on Marxist aesthetic thought and on the Party’s policies on literature and art’.50 In an Annex, the Ministry of Culture reproduced laws relevant to the interpretation of the Notice, starting from Article 53 of the 1982 Constitution: ‘Citizens of the People’s Republic of China must abide by the constitution and the law, keep state secrets, protect public property, observe labour discipline and public order, and respect social ethics.’51

A decade later, the ‘legal boundaries’ of performance art were debated in the media following a controversial performance by Beijing-based artist Cheng Li 成力 (b. 1954). In May 2011, Cheng Li carried out a performance which included a sexual act. The performance initially took place inside an exhibition open only to invited guests, but then moved to the roof of the building where passers-by could see it. Cheng was charged with ‘picking a quarrel and causing trouble’52 and sentenced to a year of reeducation through labour.

In an article originally published in the Xin jing bao 新京报 and republished by top official papers including Guangming ribao 光明日报 (Guangming Daily) and Renmin ribao 人民日报 (People’s Daily), legal practitioner Yang Tao 杨涛 criticised the ruling as inappropriate and excessive. While acknowledging the need to set legal limits to performance art, he referred to the ‘Law on Public Security Administration and Punishment’53 to contend that Cheng Li should have been charged with ‘making an obscene performance’, a crime punished with a maximum of fifteen days in jail. Yang Tao concluded by asserting that while ‘the essence of the law is to safeguard people’s freedom’, performance art should ‘neither have a negative impact on others, nor run counter to public order and morals’.54 The article and its reproduction are noteworthy not only because Tao argues in favour of a more lenient sentence, but also because the article acknowledges Cheng Li’s performance as art. While the case of Cheng Li’s performance possibly signalled a shift in the authorities’ approach to performance art, public as well as official disapproval for this type of art still lingered.55

Later that year, the debate on the legality of Cheng Li’s performance continued in the legal magazine Jiancha Fengyun (检察风云 Prosecutorial View), which published a series of articles on this case by lawyers. One of them, Sun Ruizhuo 孙瑞灼, called for harsher sentencing of performances undermining morality, stating that art, like life, needs to unfold in harmony with social order.56 Another legal scholar named He Jingjun 和静钧, on the contrary, suggested that creative artistic expression, when recognised as such by the art world, should be subject to individual appraisal and not repressed by means of public order legislation.57 On this matter, the magazine’s moderating editor declared that ‘performance art is after all a kind of art and, as such, it should have a didactic function as well as respect the limits of law, of morality, and of the traditional ethical code’.58

The 2001 Notice betrays a paternalistic government that views extreme performance art as poison for people’s minds and, hence, a threat to social harmony. While the authorities here claim to be concerned with protecting the health of the masses’ hearts, minds and bodies, the health of society comes first. The Notice aims at protecting the body’s health primarily by means of preserving social order. Ensuring that the people embrace the correct definition of art becomes part of this effort.

The idea that it behoves the government to protect the bodies and minds of the masses can be seen as a lingering element of Chinese socialism in the postsocialist era.59 In her study on sport and physical education in socialist China, Susan Brownell observes that ‘the link between the bodies of the people and leaders with the welfare of the nation and the state were logical outgrowths of the egalitarian, militaristic, and proletarian Maoist body culture’.60 In the Maoist order, the body was to serve socialism through labour and military service, hence the goals of physical culture – strongly advanced by the regime – were to protect public health, thus increasing productivity and preparing the masses to defend the country from foreign armies. Crucially, this effort was not directed towards the body of the individual, but rather that of the masses. Xu Jian similarly contends that ‘the body nurtured by socialism’ was ‘very much a public, mass body’ while the individual, private bodies had effectively ‘disappeared’.61 On the other hand, one may argue that, by dint of disappearing in the Party-organised socialist mass and merging into the struggle-oriented ‘mass body’, the individual body and its health assume even greater significance. As Mark Elvin puts it, the revolutionary’s body is ‘a component in a collective structure or a collective machine’62 and the functioning of the entire machine depends on its resilience and strength. If the toughening of the body to serve the cause is not sufficient, then the individual is expected to sacrifice their body for the struggle.63



Zhao Yue’s Lattice


Zhao Yue graduated from the Department of Art and Design at the Sichuan Fine Arts Institute in 2004. While she has also created paintings and installations, Zhao Yue has continued to practise performance art in recent years with such works as Dubai 独白 (Monologue, 2013), Shengbei yu jian 圣杯与剑 (The Holy Grail and the Sword, 2014) and Shengming zhi men 生命之门 (Gate of Life, 2015).64 Her best-known performance, Lattice, took place on 5 June 2007 during the ‘June Alliance’ (Liuyue lianhe 六月联合) Performance Art Summit in Beijing.65 Rather than proposing a novel interpretation of Zhao’s work, this section examines Lattice through the lens of intellectual history, bringing to the fore the interpretations of contemporaneous Chinese commentators. This approach will reveal issues of identity, power and morality that underpin the reception of this performance, and those of body art in China in general.

Lattice takes place before an audience of a few dozen spectators on a small stage where a low table and a round table mirror are arranged. The sky is already dark. The artist walks onto the stage wearing loose black clothing, her head shaved. She sits calmly in front of the table. While looking at herself in the mirror, she slowly cuts her face with vertical and horizontal cuts, carving the bleeding shape of a grid onto her forehead and cheeks. After about ten long cuts, as blood flows on her eyes and down to her chin, she stands up and leaves the stage. Contrary to most body art from China, the violence in Lattice is executed by the artist herself, her eyes wide-open during most of the action.

Zhao Yue’s performance echoes a literary performance during a book reading by German author and doctor Rainald Goetz (b. 1954) at the Klagenfurt literary festival in 1983.66 While sitting at a table on stage in front of an audience at the book festival and reading aloud from his latest novel, Irre (Insane, 1983), Goetz produced a razor blade and started to cut his forehead until blood dripped all over his face and the literary manuscript, his work of art. Precedents such as the performances of Gina Pane and Rainald Goetz show how Zhao Yue’s work resonates with both transcultural and transmedia trends, transcending both different artistic media and different cultural spheres.

In an essay posted a few days after Zhao Yue’s performance, an anonymous blogger writing under the name of Lao He 老贺 described it as follows:


The sharp blade, the white cheeks, the slow movements, the slender fingers, the fine rivulets of blood – altogether they make up for a shocking scene. This is not a film shot, or a theatrical performance, or a horror movie – it is woman performance artist Zhao Yue’s artwork Lattice, it is a woman using the sublime method of cutting and spoiling her looks – but to communicate what?67



The vaguely lyrical description highlights the contrast between the violence of the act, the elegance of the artist’s movements, and the ‘apathetic’ expression on her face.68 Such a visual conflict is accentuated through the contrast between blade and blood on the one hand, and attractiveness and elegance on the other. The blogger here attributes traditional characteristics of beauty to the artist’s body, such as slender fingers and a fair complexion. Moreover, the performer is repeatedly identified as a woman.

Zhao Yue’s shaved head already subverts ancient Chinese ideals of beauty, which are comprised of skin and teeth as white as snow and clear jade; lips as red as cinnabar; and jet-black hair, irises and eyebrows.69 The cutting of her face violently shatters such archetypes, the crimson of blood supplanting the scarlet of lips. Zhao Yue’s work resonates not only with traditional ideas about women’s beauty, but also with moral ideals such as filial piety. On the one hand, there is the tradition of celebrating lienü 烈女 or exemplary women – as a critical commentator also observed.70 On the other, the traditional practice of self-mutilation for moral purposes such as gegu 割股, consisting of cutting flesh from one’s thigh or arm and serving it in a soup to cure an ailing parent, applies to heroic children of both sexes. The earliest reference to gegu appears in the Zhuangzi, where a man named Jie Zitui 介子推 cuts his own flesh to feed the ruler, Duke Wen 文.71 Starting in the late Tang era, imperial authorities praised the practice and rewarded those who displayed such extreme filial devotion. However, authoritative Confucian thinkers like Han Yu 韩愈 (768–824) condemned gegu as an unfilial perversion that runs counter to the teachings of the ancients.72 By subverting the three traditional ideals – those of first, female beauty; second, filial piety; and third, exemplary women – Zhao Yue’s act reacts to China’s cultural heritage, as well as the Western transcultural trends discussed above.

Zhao Yue’s gender identity – which the artist may have tried to reframe by shaving her head and wearing baggy clothes – becomes the starting point from which blogger Lao He proposes a personal interpretation of the artwork:


My first thought was: ‘this woman has gone mad’ … But then I asked myself, what kind of psychological condition can lead a woman to carry out such an extreme performance? There is no need to remark how important looks are for a woman. ‘A woman preens herself for her admirer’ – a woman consciously spoiling her looks is certainly the most brutal subversion of the fundamental aesthetic principles of a male-dominated world. It is also the most fundamental rejection and negation of a woman’s role in the eyes of a man.73



The adage ‘a woman preens herself for her admirer’ – which Lao He here cites to epitomise the role of women in a male-dominated society – originates in the Zhan guo ce 战国策 (Intrigues of the Warring States, ca. 300–221 BCE), where the complete sentence includes a precept on the moral duties of both gentlemen and gentlewomen: ‘The true warrior requites the lord who knew his worth by dying for him, just as a woman makes herself beautiful for the man who delights in her.’74 The passage refers to a woman’s willingness to pretty herself up for a man’s gaze as a natural and expected act, employing it rhetorically to emphasise the more important obligation between gentlemen. Although Lao He seems moved by the feminist meaning they read in Lattice, the blogger’s reference to the old adage suggests an acceptance of the notion that looks are obviously important for a woman and the artwork should be read through this notion of the ‘feminine’.

Blogger Lao He’s interpretation of Lattice as a feminist artwork was echoed in an article published a few weeks later by Jia Fangzhou 贾方舟 (b. 1940), a Beijing-based art critic and curator.75 Speaking against detractors of Zhao Yue’s work who accused her of insanity and a lack of originality, Jia’s article argues that Lattice is the fruit of in-depth reflection, judging positively both the extreme character of the action and the adoption of the method of ‘cuts’ from Western artists such as Gina Pane.

The critic focuses his reading of Lattice on the concept of ‘face’ in Chinese culture and the identity of Zhao Yue as a young woman. In the first part of his commentary, Jia writes that,


in a broad sense ‘face’ is not merely a physical idea, but psychological, ethical and moral as well. It is the symbol of one’s individuality and dignity and represents the place where lies all the value of a human being.76



As such, the face ‘is the emblem of one’s honour and dignity’. Jia also cites a popular saying which stresses how essential it is to protect one’s reputation, for which ‘face’ is a metaphor: ‘One cannot live without face, a tree cannot live without bark, a wall cannot live without a layer of plaster.’ In Chinese culture, Jia continues, if one wishes to live with dignity and honour, one must protect one’s ‘face’ at any cost. This leads Jia to interpret Zhao’s ‘skin canvas’ as a metaphor for the all-important ‘face’.77

The second part of Jia’s commentary introduces the element of Zhao Yue’s gender into the interpretation.78 Now the genderless human being of the first part – whose face symbolises honour and dignity – turns out to be a man:


Concretely speaking, what Zhao actually works on is the face of a young woman. If the face of a man mainly symbolises his morals, then for a woman the face symbolises aesthetic appreciation. ‘A woman preens herself for her admirer.’ A woman cares more about the face as something with a physiological and aesthetic significance. According to one statistical survey, in a year a woman applies a total of three kilograms of make-up to her face. I doubt the veracity of such an exaggerated figure, but it does show how important is the aesthetic value attached to the face of a woman.79



This echoes again the Intrigues of the Warring States adage, namely that men are ethical beings preoccupied with ideals and integrity, while women are obsessed with their appearance to the male gaze. Having now gendered the artist, Jia attributes a meaning to Zhao Yue’s artwork that stems from her violation of her own face – the sacrifice of a valued object that bestows sacrality on the object and on the act itself. In his essay, Jia cites a friend of Zhao’s as stating that the artist used to be pretty, but in the last few years she had stopped wearing make-up and shaved her hair, concluding that by doing so ‘to a certain degree, she had already stifled her gender identity as a form of protest’.80 Jia concludes that Zhao Yue’s performance represents an expression of ‘extreme feminism’ and a challenge to a male-dominated society.81

Finally, Jia Fangzhou addresses the similarity between Lattice and an iconic example of body art by Gina Pane, Il latte caldo (1972), in which the artist cut her face and forearms with a razor blade. Jia recalls that when a friend of Zhao’s told him about what the artist planned to perform, he ‘strongly opposed her plans, deeming that such a replication would have lacked all meaning’.82 When Zhao Yue decided to go ahead with the performance despite Jia’s objections, the critic realised ‘she had no intention to repeat history and neither did she have any intention to make history’. Determined to realise her artwork, she feared neither criticism nor misinterpretations, and ‘she was not looking for compassion either’. Jia concluded that the artist ‘was moved by an inner urge … Without a powerful spiritual urge there she could have never completed this work.’83

A few months later, Tong Yujie 佟玉洁, a renowned art critic and academic based at the Xi’An Academy of Fine Arts, challenged the feminist interpretation of Lattice and the very artistic value of the performance.84 In her article, Tong compared Zhao Yue to the lienü of ancient China who received praise from the traditional patriarchal society for mutilating themselves in the name of filial piety and chastity. In Tong’s opinion, just as fathers and husbands regarded such women as paragons of virtue, Zhao Yue’s denying her pretty complexion to men’s gaze is praised by ‘neopatriarchal’ male art critics as a feminist artwork. This pseudo-feminism, Tong argues, is both illegitimate and immoral, and will lead to ‘violent and bloody rubbish that runs counter to civilisation’.85

Tong denies the artistic value of the performance and suggests that meaningful social criticism in art can only come from ‘rational expression’, not from ‘violence and bloodiness’. She also condemns as ‘immoral’ those who share and spread images of Zhao’s performance through the internet. Against such artistic practices, she evokes the authority of Zhuangzi – ‘our cultural ancestor, sage and philosopher’ – quoting the line: ‘The Way gave him a face; Heaven gave him a form.’86 ‘Critical art discourse that approves of violent and bloody forms aims at emphasising its own discursive power’, Tong argues; ‘it is easy to see that the art criticism which lavishes praise on violence and bloodiness has a questionable moral quality’.87

While denying that body art – and ‘feminist’ body art in particular – can play a role in contemporary Chinese art, Tong acknowledges the value of body art performances by Western artists such as Il latte caldo.88 Alongside Pane’s performance, Tong praises feminist art that ‘emerged in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s’, a category in which she includes Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece and Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party (1974). ‘Only a few rare artists excessively employed violence and blood’, Tong declares, ‘and thus became objects of criticism’.89

In her critique of Lattice, Tong states that compared to those feminist artists from the West, Zhao Yue and other Chinese artists like Sun Furong 孙芙蓉 (b. 1961) are ‘usurpers’ – arguably, of the ‘feminist’ title as well as of body art. When they adopt gestures that belong to the ‘Western artistic past’, Tong claims, their works only result in meaningless overkill of the original act.90 Adding to her criticism of Chinese artworks that adopt such artistic languages from abroad, Tong writes that ‘in the absence of the slightest protection of intellectual property rights’ such works display a deficit of creativity and ‘the robber mentality of someone anxious for fame’. Finally, Tong dismisses Zhao’s ‘act of disfiguration’ as non-art and not feminist because it ‘lacks the wisdom displayed by Western feminist art in deconstructing the male discourse’.91

The debate highlights how critics codified the body in Zhao Yue’s artwork as both female and Chinese. The latter dimension leads Tong Yujie to question the reason why a Chinese artist would adopt an artistic language already canonised in the West (and Japan) several decades earlier. On this point, her answer seems close to Chen Lüsheng’s position on the issue, i.e. one firmly opposed to ‘imitative psychology’ and ‘vulgar imitations’.92 Tong’s and Jia’s commentaries show how the ritualised yet simple action in Lattice compelled art critics to draw a parallel between Zhao’s performance and Pane’s, thus making the question of originality and appropriation almost inevitable. A crucial question, however, remains unasked: Why would an artist in China choose to adopt a decades-old language, being fully aware that doing so would not only cause her physical pain but also attract accusations of plagiarism and unoriginality? The reception of the artwork itself might point to an answer. The lingering of traditional gender roles even among sympathetic critics, alongside the doubt as to whether a Chinese woman artist could express a critique of those roles as powerfully as her foreign predecessors, suggests that Zhao Yue’s choice may have been neither out of context nor unnecessary.93



Concluding remarks

The case of Lattice illustrates many of the issues raised by the reception of body art in China. As body art has emerged in the context of China’s postsocialist culture, it has taken on new layers of meaning that stem from contemporary local debates regarding national identity and the marketisation of the cultural sphere. The provocative and sometimes bewildering nature of body art performance leads critics and viewers alike to ask some of the key questions animating intellectual life in postsocialist China: How does cultural/national identity shape the way art and literature are created and interpreted? How does cultural tradition relate to gender roles for Chinese women and to the way they subvert them? How are ideas, methods and styles codified as ‘foreign’ or ‘Western’, and how does such codification relate to the reception and interpretation of creative works? Hence the decade-long accusations against body art that it is a shortcut to cultural stardom, a poisonous import, or a foreign language that runs counter to Chinese tradition, firmly place this artistic trend within the cultural and ideological life of contemporary China.94 Against the backdrop of the history examined in this chapter, the reception of Lattice shows how such fierce debates reveal, contest, and continuously negotiate the transcultural dimensions of China’s avant-garde.
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