
 32 33Reflexión

Reflections

Proyecto art.es

art.es Project

Media Art Cine

Film

Entrevista

Interview

Obra y Palabra

Work and Word

Exposiciones

Exhibitions

Arte & Boka

Art & Phood

¿Qué pasa en...?

What’s going on in...?

Libros

Books

In China, more artists of all ages are now experimenting 
with different kinds of ready-mades, applying hands-on 
retouches and producing easily fathomable but still com-
pelling artworks. Many artists are exploring materials and 
concepts inspired by nature: using wood, air, water... This 
chapter of China’s Long March will look at several such art-
ists’ working methods over the last several years. 

He Yunchang (1967) is well-known for his performances 
challenging the extremes and limits of the body. On Au-
gust 8, 2008, he had one of his ribs removed and made it 
into a necklace decorated with dragon-shaped gold orna-
ments. For the past four years he has been cutting small 
wooden blocks 50cm in length into pieces and piling them 
up against his residence. He says this is a journey back to 
his childhood when his house was surrounded by firewood, 
rivers, flowers and crops. His performance work expresses 
his feelings about how individual power and intellect is in-
fluenced and affected by hostile social environments.

Liu Danhua (1977) was born into a family of well-known 
ceramicists, and studied the history and techniques of 
sculpture at China’s most renowned art schools. Based in 
Jing De Zhen, his sharp thumbtacks made of ceramics are 
blown up into large-scale (32x34cm) pieces that challenge 
our usual vision of these everyday objects. He intention-
ally contrasts the fragility of ceramics with the precise, al-
most aggressive features of the pins, creating a dissonant 
object. The artist aims to express “the conflicts between 
things and through the experience of viewing to change the 
customary perspectives and sensations of people’s daily 
lives.” He produces other ceramic versions of everyday ob-
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jects, such as scissors and other mechanical tools, display-
ing them gathered together floating in the air like a threat-
ening cloud of bullets. 

People born in the 70s and 80s missed the dramatic politi-
cal and social upheavals that agitated China from the early 
1960s through the 80s. However, they experience other 
social turbulence, such as the inadequacies of education 
and medical care, people’s lack of social conscience or civ-
ic responsibility, poor environmental awareness, and gen-
eral insecurity about the safety of food. They were brought 
up in a society that experienced explosive economic de-
velopment but drastically diminished human intimacy. Art 
reflected these circumstances and showed itself sensitive 
to these urgent issues. Some younger artists have been fo-
cusing on philosophical issues regarding life, justice, free-
dom and responsibility, while others have turned to natural 
materials in order to address the growing indifference of 
humankind. 

Wu Xiaowu (1985) was born into a peasant family. He re-
calls how his father, a commune leader who helped local 
villagers become rich, was belittled for failing to make his 
own family rich. Wu is inquisitive about the myths under-
lying our living environment and is interested in discover-
ing the relationship between mankind and nature, life and 
space. His latest works involve gathering remnants from 
nearby sites where buildings have been torn down, such as 
broken bricks, steel-reinforcing bars, dust and dirt and re-
installing them into standing structures and buildings. This 
process of destruction and construction is a further explo-
ration of life and existence. For the artist, these lifeless and 
forgotten materials are encoded with life that deserves our 
further scrutiny.

Na Buqi (1984) this year presented a set of black and white 
pencil-on-paper drawings plus a huge pompous eyelash 
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made of iron, piercing through the large foyer of the Cen-
tral Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) Museum in Beijing. The 
inspiration for the drawings came from the experience of 
a friend who died of depression. When the body was put 
in a bag, the hair became jammed in the zipper. So for her, 
“the teeth of the comb, intertwined hair and super-fine fib-
er express a sentimental relationship which entails endless 
changes”. Her aim is to describe her feelings towards these 
ignored elements, the least important but also the most ob-
jective. On first viewing, the eyelashes, enlarged 500 times, 
are misleading. Full of thorns and entanglements, the shad-
ows they cast and the sharpness of the lashes, intensifies 
our ignorance about the innocence of the materials sur-
rounding our everyday life. Apparently aloof, these objects 
are full of warmth imbued with tenderness and sensibility. 

Jiang Bo (1984) uses materials such as rocks and water to 
describe his efforts at changing the world for the better. In 
Fuck off 2, a large installation at the Groningen Museum 
(Holland), he piles numerous plastic bags filled with water 
and mixed with blue cleaning fluid against a wall featur-
ing a salt-water sea aquarium. It looks to be a metaphor 
referring to the deterioration of China’s water resources and 
natural environment. 

Li Wei (1981) was not an obedient child, but he frequent-
ly talks about fairness and responsibility. In Heroes, three 
groups of sculptures are placed in different settings. One 
group depicts four life- size people in ICUs; another, four-

teen life-size young people in a chorus; and the last, ten 
life-size peacocks. These sculptures are made of fiberglass, 
hair, medical instruments and peacock feathers. The most 
difficult work was painting them with oil colors, which took 
him two years. In these installations, he explores the no-
tion that everything has two faces; One is beauty, the other 
is cruelty. We cannot simply see one side and ignore the 
other. The artist strips away the hard shell, exposing the 
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roughness and ugliness beneath, implying that even a he-
roic act or person possesses other sides. Heroes are too 
categorized and idolized. The courage to face death, the 
rigid expression of members of the chorus as they sing, dirty 
peacocks (like those poorly-cared for examples in Chinese 
zoos), flashy feathers, all describe the dark and doomed 
sides of life. 

In my conversations with these artists, I was impressed by 
their knowledge and concern, their wisdom and vision for 
China’s future. I appreciate their achievement in exploring 
their own language and means of expression. They refuse 
to follow the heroic artistic style of earlier generations 
that dealt with huge narratives about history and tradition. 
I see their vulnerability, which is the common inheritance 
of Chinese artists. They lack full confidence in their abil-
ity to change society for the better. But even if much of 
their work is full of politically-loaded meaning, they offer a 
dense flow of ideas, awareness and sensibility in their art 
making endeavors. 


