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ture, which constitutes an important genre in con-
temporary Chinese experimental art.>®* A common
tendency among experimental artists, however, is a
deliberate ambiguity in portraying their likeness, as if
they felt that the best way to realize their individuality
was through self-distortion and self-denial. These
ambiguous images are still about the authenticity

of the self. But they inspire the question “ls it me?”
rather than the affirmation, “Itis me!” More than one
third of the self-portraits by experimental artists in
the 2001 publication Faces of 100 Artists use this for-
mula.?* Many such images, such as Lin Tianmiao's and
Jin Feng's self-portraits, make the subject’s image
blurry, fragmentary, or in the process of vanishing.
Lin's digitally generated portrait, four meters high and
two and a half meters wide, is out of focus and devoid
of hair; the image thus represses the artist’s female
identity but enhances its own monumentality. Enti-
tled The Process in Which My Image Disappears, Jin
Feng's self-portrait shows the artist writing en face
on a glass panel. As his handwriting gradually covers
the panel, the letters also blur and finally erase his

image.

Other artists employ different methods to deconstruct
their conventional images. Yin Xiuzhen's Yin Xiuzhen,
for example, is a concise biography of the artist,
consisting of a series of her 1D photographs arranged
in a chronological sequence. The portraits have been
cut into insoles and installed into women’s shoes that
Yin Xiuzhen made together with her mother. Inso
doing, the artist imbued the fragmented images with
a sense of vulnerability and intimacy, transforming
the standard ID photos into genuine self-expressions.
Qiu Zhijie's photos, Tattoo 1 and 2, result from his
persistent experiments to make his own image trans-
parent.”® The man standing straight in a frontal pose

in both pictures is the artist himself. In one photo, a

large character bu—meaning no—is written in bright
red across his body-and the wall behind him. Different
parts of the character are painted on his body and on
the wall. When these parts connect to form the char-
acter, they create the strange illusion that the figure’s
body has disappeared, and that the character has
become independent, detached from the body and the
wall. In other words, this character rejects the ground
and makes the person invisible. The other picture
employs a similar technigue, with metal dots attached
to both the body and the background. While the body
again seems to vanish, the repetitive dots form an
ever expanding visual field, with neither set boundar-

ies nor clear signification.

Like Yin Xiuzhen's photo installation, these two photos
by Qiu Zhijie reflect upon contemporary visual iden-
tifications of individuals. The figure’s unnatural pose
and expressionless face make the photos look like 1D
pictures. As an artist well-versed in postmodern theo-
ries, Qiu Zhijie believes that in this world “individuals
have been completely transformed into an information
process. Signs and codes have overpowered actual hu-
man beings, and our bodies have become merely their
vehicles.” ¥ These two photos illustrate an answer to
the artist’s question of how to make such signs and
codes—passport photos, archives, etc.—disappear for

a second time in an artistic representation.

VIl. People and Place

Works in the last section of this exhibition respond
to drastic changes in China’s contemporary envi-
ronment—the vanishing of traditional landscapes
and lifestyles, the rise of postmodern cities and new
urban cultures, and the large-scale migration of
populations. Underlying these interests is a gener-

ational shift in experimental art: a majority of the



artists featured in this section started their careers in
the 1990s, and have been finally able to bid farewell
to the Cultural Revolution and its visual and mental
baggage. They can therefore comment on the Cultural
Revolution and the June Fourth Movement as events
firmly in the past. At the same time, they directly and
rigorously interact with China’s current transfor-
mation. An important aspect of this transformation,
one that attracted many artists’ attention, was the
rapid development of the city. A striking aspect of a
major Chinese metropolis like Beijing or Shanghai in
the 1990s and early 2000s has been a never-ending
destruction and construction. Old houses were com-
ing down everyday to make room for new hotels and
shopping malls. Thousands and thousands of people
were relocated from the inner city to the outskirts. In
theory, demolition and relocation were conditions for
the capital's modernization. In actuality, these condi-
tions brought about a growing alienation between the
city and its residents: they no longer belonged to one

another.

This situation is the context and the content of many
works in experimental photography of the 1990s. In
1997 and 1998, Yin Xiuzhen was busily collecting, as
she had said, “traces of a vanishing present” along
the construction site of the Grand Avenue of Peace
and Well-being (Ping’an Dadao), an enormous project
funded collectively by the Chinese government and
individual investors with a total budget of 350 mil-
lion dollars. Envisioned as the second largest east-
west road across central Beijing, the avenue took up
a broad strip of land, some 30 meters wide and 7,
000 meters long, in the most populated section of an
overcrowded city. Yin Xiuzhen collected two kinds of
materials: images of the houses (and their residents]
before they were demolished and roof tiles of the

houses after they were demolished. She then used

these materials for various installations [fig. 26].
Bearing black-and-white photos of the demolished
houses, the rows of tiles in this installation have an
uncanny resemblance to a graveyard. In fact, we may
think of this installation in terms of a mass grave, only

the “dead” here are places, not people.

But people have indeed “disappeared” during such
demolition and dislocation; and this is exactly the sub-
ject of RongRong’s photographs of Beijing’s demoli-
tion sites. Devoid of human figures, the half-destroyed
houses are occupied by images left on walls, which
originally decorated an interior but which has now
become the exterior. A pair of dragons probably indi-
cates a former restaurant; a Chinese New Year paint-
ing suggests a similarly traditional style. The majority
of such “leftover” images are various pin-ups from
Marilyn Moroe to Hong Kong fashion models. Torn
and even missing a large portion of the composition,
these images still exert an their alluring power over
the spectator—not only with their seductive figures
but also with their seductive spatial illusionism. With
an enhanced three-dimensionality and abundant
mirrors and painting-within-paintings, they transform
a plain wall into a space of fantasy. These works can
be viewed together with photographs by Zhang Dali,
the most famous graffiti artist in China, who devel-
oped a personal dialogue with Beijing through his art
(fig. 27). From 1995 to 1998, Zhang Dali sprayed more
than 2,000 images of himself - the profile of a shaven
head—all over the city, often in half-destroyed, empty
houses. He thus transformed these urban ruins into
sites of public art, however temporarily. The locations
he chose for his performance-photography projects
often highlight three kinds of comparisons. The first
contracts a demolition site with an official monument.
The second contrasts abandoned residential houses

with preserved imperial palaces. The third contrasts



destruction with construction: rising from the debris
of ruined houses are glimmering high-rises of a mo-

notonous, international style.

Zhang Dali's interest, therefore, lies not simply in
representing demolition, but in revealing the different
fate of demolished residential houses from buildings
that are revered, preserved, and constructed. His
photographs thus serve as a bridge from Rong Rong’s
urban ruin pictures to another popular subject of ex-
perimental Chinese photography in the 1990s—repre-
sentations of the emerging new cityscape, as seen in
Yang Yong's representations of southern Chinese cit-
ies such as Shenzhen. Li Tianyuan's striking triptych
Tianyuan Space Station further demonstrates how the
new cityscape can reorient an artist’s point of view
and stimulate his imagination. The middle panel of
the triptych represents Li standing in front of a mod-
ern glass building in central Beijing. His blurry image
conceals his identity and the building’s international
style omits any local reference—he could be any-

one in any city around the world. The right panelis a
microscopic detail from the inside of the human body,
infinitely enlarged to resemble a cosmic abyss amidst
a galactic nebula. The opposite left panel presents the
view of a returning gaze from the space—an aeropho-
tograph of Beijing. The white circle on this aerial map
indicates where the artist stands in the city, and leads
the viewer back to the central panel. Once viewed on
earth, however, modern Beijing is again stripped of
local features and can be imagined as a space sta-
tion for its inhabitants. In a very different style, Luo
Yongjin's New Residential Buildings offers a realistic,
cynical view of the new city. Gloomy and depressing,
his newly constructed residential buildings appear

as abandoned ruins. Significantly, his rejection of the
new city as a promised land has guided him back to

the tradition of documentary photography, in which

the power of an image must lie in its exploration of

truth.

The emerging city attracts experimental photog-
raphers not only with its buildings but also with its
increasingly heterogeneous population. Hu Jieming's
Legends of 1999-2000, for example, registers the
artist's fascination with the randomness of urban

life. Made of photo transparencies with fragmentary
scenes of people and their activities, this installation
leads the audience to explore a city by throwing them
into a maze. The new Chinese city it represents de-
liberately rebels against its predecessor. Whereas a
traditional Chinese city has the typical, orderly image
of a chessboard-like space concealed inside a walled
enclosure, the new city is sprawling yet three-dimen-
sional, fast and noisy, chaotic and aggressive. It refus-
es to stay quiet as a passive object of aesthetic appre-
ciation, but demands our participation to appreciate

its vitality.

To Chen Shaoxiong, a member of the avant-garde
Big-Tailed Elephant Group in Guangzhou, a heteroge-
neous city resembles the stage of a plotless tableau;
what unites its characters is the place they share.
This notion underlies his series of photographs in this
exhibition, which are conceived and constructed like

a series of puppet theaters within the real cityscape.
Images in each photograph belong to two detached
layers: in front of a large panoramic scene are cut-
out miniatures - passersby, shoppers, and policemen
amidst telephone booths, traffic lights, different kinds
of vehicles, trees, and anything found along Guang-
zhou's streets. These images are crowded into a tight
space but do not interact. The mass they form is nev-
ertheless a fragmentary, without order, narrative, or
a visual focus. In Chen’s photo installation in this exhi-

bition, two constructed tableaux of such cityscapes in
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