Reckoning with the Past: Contemporary Chinese Painting.

3 August – 28 September 1996

Contemporary art in China entered a new phase of creativity after 1989. The enthusiasm for avant-gardism as inspired by the West, which opened new vistas for Chinese intellectuals, was significantly dampened by the depressed social and political climate following the political repression of Tian’anmen Square in 1989. The most striking visual images of the post- 1989 period are brightly coloured but listless and irreverent figures created by disillusioned youth, and pop style paintings which echo the sudden resurgence of Mao-fever in the Chinese continent.

What one witnesses in the first years of this decade is a growing reaction against the idealism of the intellectual movement in the 1980’s. A fatigue set in, accompanied by a cynical reassessment of the present conditions. Suddenly, the call for a liberal forward outlook reversed to a critical review of China’s recent past. The tendency to look back, with the intention of understanding the present, and of filling the emotional and psychological vacuum that had accompanied the break from the past, has grown stronger in recent years. This exhibition sets out to explore the main directions that this new sensibility has taken, and to contrast it with comparable artistic movements from Taiwan and Hong Kong, the other major Chinese societies outside the mainland.

The most striking expression of this interest in the post- 1989 years was Pop painting, which dealt with themes of the Cultural Revolution. The legacy of Mao is more than a political issue; it is inextricably bound up with the life of everyone who lived through the period in the 1980’s, discussions of the Cultural Revolution were widely suppressed, as people wanted to forget about their troubled past. Pop artists such as Yu Youhan created cynically glorified images of Mao Zeding to reinstate their personal myths about the period.

During the past two years, many painters have begun to refer to art of the early part of the century, the period when China made most of its decisive turns towards modernity. Artists are taking a string interest in the cultural legacy of this period; the nostalgic paintings of Zhang Xiaogang and Yang Yiping, for example, take a fantastic view of the cultural and psychological bondage that binds the present with that period. 

Nostalgia also reflects a loss of confidence in the future. Wang Xingwei’s photo-studio scene of himself pointing to an illusory dawn, for example, and his mock self- portrait of himself posing as Mao Zedong going out to light the fire of revolution, are indicative of a sentimental nostalgia for a once- idealistic generation.

The common thread that ties these artists together is an urgent need to ‘reckon with the past’, both from a cultural and personal/psychological perspective. The need to make contact with a past that has been severed by drastic political movements is felt by many artists and intellectuals today. It is now necessary to re-interpret, and even re-invent one’s heritage in the contemporary world. The myth of cultural continuity has always been at the heart of ‘Chinese-ness’, and the present lack of direction has created deep anxiety.

Reckoning with the past also relates to the search for an identity. Although this is a less apparent concern for artists in mainland China, it is a deeply disturbing problem for artists living in Taiwan and Hong- Kong. The struggle to find both personal and artistic identities on the part of Taiwanese artists Cheng Tsai-tung and Wu Tien-chang, for example, are important documents of this search.

Meet The Curator

Chang Tsong-Zung

Saturday 3 August, 2 pm. Admission free.

Chang Tsong-Zung, Director of the Hanart TZ Gallery in Hong Kong and co- curator of Reckoning with the Past, will discuss the exhibition in the wider context of contemporary Chinese art, and answer questions from the public and press.

Lectures:

Professor Michael Sullivan

‘Contemporary Chinese Art in Context.’

Wednesday 14 August, 2-3.30 pm.

Michael Sullivan, Fellow Emeritus of St. Catherine’s College at Oxford University, is a recognised scholar of modern Chinese are, and has published several books on the subject. He will discuss the development of 20th century Chinese art in relation to political changes, and the influence of Western art practices on the current generation of artists.

Isabel Hilton

‘Mao’s legacy: Identity and Change’

Wednesday 21 August, 2-3.30 pm.

Isabel Hilton has an impressive scholarly background in Chinese language, and has held key Foreign Affairs positions at both The Sunday Times and the Independent newspaper. She now writes for the Guardian and presents BBC Radio 4’s World Tonight, and is currently writing a book on Sino-Tibetan relations to be published by Viking next year. She will introduce the theme of ‘identity’ and the Imperial State within the context of contemporary Chinese politics, offering an insight into the political background of the exhibition.

Magnus Robb

‘Khoomei- Tuvan Overtone Singing.’

Wednesday 28 August, 2-4 pm.

Composer Magnus Robb will describe his journey to Tuva in South Central Siberia last summer, and introduces Tuvan overtone singing, in which two tones are produced by one singer simultaneously. Find out how it is done, and have a go yourself!

Dr Craig Clunas

‘Chinese Gardens’

Wednesday 25 September, 2-3.30 pm.

Craig Clunas, Senior Lecturer in Art History at Sussex University, is the author of several books based on Chinese garden culture in the Ming dynasty, including the acclaimed Fruitful Sites. His lecture will offer an alternative and engaging perspective on the cultural background of the exhibiting artists.

Funding

We would like to thank the following organisations for their support of Reckoning with the Past:

The National Investment Trust Company Limited, Taiwan

Hanart TZ Gallery, Hong Kong

The National Culture and Arts Foundation, Taiwan

The Great Britain-China Centre

The Russell Trust

Reckoning with the Past is subsidised by a Scottish Arts Council Non-Western Touring Franchise Award, and funded by the International initiatives Fund of the Scottish Arts Council.
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