
ii 

BETWEEN PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPACES: 

PHOTOGRAPHIC VISIONS IN 

CONTEMPORARY CHINA 

Roberto Figliulo 

TESI DOCTORAL UPF 

ANY 2016  

DIRECTORS DE LA TESI 

Dra. María de los Santos García Felguera 

Dr. Manel Ollé i Rodríguez 

DEPARTAMENT D’HUMANITATS 



 iii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 iv 

A Maria e a Teo. 

 





vi 

Acknowledgments 

During the years of research I had the honour to be assisted by two expert 

professors, Manel Ollé i Rodríguez and María de los Santos García Felguera. 

Without their guidance, suggestions, advice and above all support, this research 

would not be possible. 

I should mention Urša Sekirnik, who helped me with translation and editing of 

the dissertation in English. 

I would especially express gratitude to my friend and colleague Ricard Planas, 

with whom we shared long and pleasing conversations during our research 

breaks. 

I would also especially show gratitude to my friend and colleague Filippo 

Costantini, with whom we started our experience on this side of the 

Mediterranean together, and with whom we share opinions about the “eccentric” 

world of the academia.    

I would also like to mention my colleagues, many of them my friends, of the last 

generations of experts on the “Chinese world” who are studying with great 

professionalism here in Spain, where this kind of studies have a short history 

but a bright future (if government policies permit it), and that I had the honour 

and pleasure to get to know deeply and with whom we shared our researches: 

Manuel Pavón, Ander Permanyer, Xavier Ortells, Rafael Caro, Sergio Sánchez, 

Mònica Ginés, Gloria Habes. 

But above all, I should say thank you to you Maria, who supported me during 

the years of my research, when I was either enthusiastic or discouraged. And 

naturally I would like to say thank you to my little Teo that enlightened the last 

months by his mere presence, giving me the strength for this last mile.  



 



viii 

Abstract 

The aim of this dissertation is to present a particular point of view on the 

contemporary Chinese photographic production. We will analyze the 

photographic works that deal directly or indirectly with the representation of 

concrete spaces. We will give special attention to the representation of public 

and private spaces and to the problems related to them.   

We will analyze the period that coincides with the eighties until today, the time 

of particular development of photographic production in China. The 

methodology employed will be a multidisciplinary approach that allows to better 

understand the complexity of determinate phenomenon related to the spaces 

represented by the selected artists. 

This research wants to present the Chinese photographic production through 

determinate criteria that enable the understanding of its relevance in the 

comprehensive Chinese current cultural production.  

Resumen 

El objetivo de esta disertación es presentar una visión concreta sobre la 

producción fotográfica china contemporánea. Se analizarán aquellos trabajos 

fotográficos que tratan de manera directa o indirecta la representación de 

espacialidades concretas, con mayor atención al tratamiento de las 

espacialidades pública y privada, y a las problemáticas a ellas conectadas. 

La época que se analizará es la que va del decenio de los Ochenta hasta hoy 

en día, un periodo de particular desarrollo de la producción fotográfica en 

China. La metodología aplicada conisistirá en un acercamiento multidisciplinar 

que permita comprender la complejidad de determinados fenómenos ligados a 

las espacialidades representadas por los artistas seleccionados. 

Esta investigación quiere presentar la producción fotográfica en China a través 

de un determinado criterio que permita comprender las numerosas facetas y la 

importancia que tiene en la actual producción cultural china.   
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Introduction 

A landscape composed of low buildings with roofs of triangular shapes, a field 

open into the horizon and tree branches in the distance is what science 

enthusiast Nicéphore Niépce could see from his window in Saint-Loup-de-

Varennes. And this is what is shown in what is considered to be the first known 

example of a photographic image preserved until today. It was a result of many 

years of research, trying to fix images of the world that could be caught by the 

camera obscura. 

Why have we chosen to begin this introduction by describing this primordial 

photographic picture? It shows us that since the beginning, the photographic 

instrument has been emblematic for the representation of places and spaces. If 

we think of invention of photography as a natural evolution of the camera 

obscura, a device used for observation of space, this role was already implicit 

when the invention was still a pure conjecture. Many consider this first 

photograph taken from a window as a sort of handover, not of a specific 

technique, but rather of the vision of the world represented by the renaissance 

perspective (Muzzarelli, 2004, p.10). It is not a coincidence that Alberti, in his 

treatise on linear perspective, speaks about a “window” through which to look.   

The “window”, that according to the dictionary is an “opening” which allows to 

“see out”, suggests some reflections that help us to introduce the topic of our 

research. Let us think about these two terms of the definition: “opening” and 

“sight”. The first one reminds us about Cortázar’s (1970) words related to 

photography: according to this Argentinian writer, photography is an “opening”, 

a sort of “fermento que proyecta la inteligencia y la sensibilidad hacia algo que 

va mucho más allá de la anécdota visual o literaria contenidas en la foto o en el 

cuento”. Photography has the capability of going beyond the function of the 

“analogue” of the real, and “opening” to further interpretations of the observed 

world. In this research we will not limit ourselves only to the analysis of 

photographs per se, we will give more relevance to all kinds of phenomena and 

ideas that could be suggested by a certain photograph. 

The second term brings us to the idea of “gaze” and relates to or even better 

recalls McLuhan’s idea of the camera as a prosthesis of the human eye. If the 
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window is an “opening” through which to see, we can say the same about the 

photographic camera. 

According to Teyssot (2013), human beings “could be characterized as ‘animals 

with windows’, inasmuch as between world and subject there is always 

something that mediates – not so much a medium per se, but something that 

connects all outside things and us” (p.252). This “something” could be a window 

or indeed the photographic camera. And if we think of it on the level of our sight, 

it allows us to create a connection with “all outside things”. The main line of the 

research will be to present how certain authors photographically interpreted this 

relation between the inside and the outside, which can also be seen as a 

relation between the private and the public. As Madanipour (2003) states: “the 

distinction between the private and public, therefore, starts here, between the 

inner space of consciousness and the other space of the world, between the 

human subject’s psyche and the social and physical world outside” (p.7). If we 

consider photography as the sight of a certain subject, a personal gaze into the 

world, an “opening” from the interior to the exterior, we will see that photography 

is an ideal instrument for the analysis of this continuous dialogue between 

public and private spaces.   

We will see how this division between public/private is not limited to the 

individual and to the space that he occupies, we will in fact consider the ideas of 

“property” and “control” which often condition this division in the contemporary 

society.  

 

If the first aspect of the research is the representation of public and private 

spaces through the photographic gaze, the second are the authors behind this 

gaze. In our research we will analyze the work of authors from the People’s 

Republic of China, active from the end of the Cultural Revolution on. These 

authors, motivated by presenting and at the same time understanding many of 

the questions that have characterized the recent history of the country, are 

focused on the representation of specific spaces. Here we will analyze those 

authors who decided to use the photographic medium to reach this goal.   



 xii 

The month of April of 1976, which coincides with the spontaneous 

demonstration of mourning in honor of Zhou Enlai1 in Tian’anmen Square, will 

be our temporal point of departure. During this event, a little group of amateur 

photographers realized the first non-official photographic vision of a non-

authorized demonstration in a public space in the PRC.   

Our selection is limited to the authors who used their photographic “gaze” to 

represent the complex net of relations existing between public and private 

spaces. We have chosen works that use a conceptual approach to the practice 

of the medium, which allows us to examine the many ideas that these works 

suggest. 

Let us think of the definition of photography by Berger (1980): “The photograph 

is an automatic record through the mediation of light of a given event: yet it uses 

the given event to explain its recording. Photography is the process of rendering 

observation self-conscious” (p.292). The photographic works that we will 

analyze in this research conceal this awareness, or in other words imply the 

author’s decision to photograph that “given event”. It will be our job to 

extrapolate the numerous ideas generated by this act.  

Kracauer (1969), in reference to photography, states that “its frame marks a 

provisional limit; its content points beyond that frame, referring to a multitude of 

real-life phenomena which cannot possibly be encompassed in their entirety”   

(pp.58-59). This research is dedicated to the analysis of the phenomena that 

are present beyond the photographic frame.  

 

The concepts of the public and the private in the People’s Republic, had and 

still maintain specific characteristics. According to Piper Gaubatz (2008), spatial 

divisions during the imperial period were rigidly established; both “public” and 

“private” spaces were closed within the “walls” which delimited them physically. 

With the irruption of modernity, between the second half of the nineteenth 

century and the first half of the twentieth century, there are more chances to find 

“open” public spaces: “During this period, semi-private spaces such as guild 

meeting halls, and public spaces such as opera halls, were often used for 

                                                 
1
 Zhou Enlai 周恩來 (1898-1976), one of the founding fathers of the PRC, is considered to be 

one of the most complex political figures of his generation, skillful both in internal affairs and in 
diplomatic issues. He was probably the most loved political figure by the PRC’s people. 
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political speeches and rallies, thus taking on a quality of public space” 

(Gaubatz, 2008, p.74). During the Maoist era this rigid spatial division returns 

with more strength. The construction of separating “walls” in the first years of 

the PRC, which, according to Gaubatz (2008), included “not only spaces of 

work but also residential, educational, recreational, and social service spaces”, 

resulted in the fact that “public life retreated, to a large extent, to the confines of 

the home compound” (p.75). This division between the public and the private 

during the first years of People’s Republic was strictly controlled by the State. 

For example, family institutions, the fundamental core of the private, were 

criticized and subordinate to the political goals of the Party.     

The work unit or danwei 单位 provided for all the services that the citizen 

needed: home, healthcare, school and leisure spaces (Gold, 2000, p.52; 

Gaubatz, 2008, p.30). The private and the public were strictly under the control 

of the State and as Wang Shaoguang (1995) affirms, this control also pervaded 

citizen’s leisure time:  “During the CR (1966-76), state intrusion into the daily life 

of the population reached such a degree that demarcation between ‘private 

time’ and ‘public time’ became meaningless” (p.155). 

With the beginning of the “New Era”2 this strong spatial division changes, or 

better said, evolves into more complex formulas. Introduction of capitalist 

concepts of free market and private property into a system that is still socialist, 

generated strong ambiguities between the private and the public.  

Then there are those vernacular phenomena of appropriation of certain spaces 

that overturned projects of the authorities. According to Hassenpflug (2010), 

public space in contemporary Chinese cities is essentially understood as an 

“open” space, “the space beyond the places enclosed by walls and fences in 

which they live and work and teach and learn, the space beyond family and 

community, is still primarily a ‘non-space’ or ‘non-place’” (p.26). A space where 

aspects of private spatiality extend “without much ado, almost all functions of 

dwelling are extended into the urban street-scape, just as in a village” 

(Hassenpflug, 2010, p.23). In some aspects, the contemporary Chinese city 

resembles the “porous” city of Naples described by Benjamin (2007, p.13), 

where there is no real division between the private and the public.   

                                                 
2
 This term refers to the opening and reform period promoted by the supreme Leader Deng 

Xiaoping 邓小平 (1904-1997) at the end of the seventies, in Chinese “Xinshidai 新时代”. 
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During the research we will be aware of the complex factors that characterized 

the evolution of spatial division in China, and how they generated certain 

phenomena and questions.  

 

As already mentioned, photographers taken into analysis privilege 

experimentation when using the photographic medium. After the interlude of 

socialist realism, a period of deep reflection about “how” a photographic image 

should be made began in the eighties. Although historically the first examples of 

experimental photography in China date back to the nineties, we will in this 

research see that authors, who were active in the second half of the eighties, in 

the wake of the ’85 Movement, anticipated the following decade of 

experimentation.  

If we consider the concept of “experimental”, we will see that it leads us to two 

different interpretations first of which is “conoscenza diretta, personalmente 

acquisita con l’osservazione, l’uso o la pratica, di una determinata sfera della 

realtà”
3
. The second understanding, suggested by Barilli (2006, p.188-189), 

brings us to the original meaning of “aesthetic”, the sensible world that is 

directly connected to the world of thought, which brings us back to the central 

relevance of the conceptual in those artists’ work. Wu (2004a), when referring to 

the examples of experimental photography in the nineties, states: “But now they 

also hoped to define experimental photography as an art with its own intrinsic 

logic, which they found in theories of conceptual art” (p.25).    

In summary, we can say that the works analyzed in this research are the 

product of an artistic subjectivity that experiments or tries to understand a 

certain living space through its own experience.  

The artists that we will analyze here privilege the use of the photographic 

instrument as essential to representing and interpreting determinate spaces.  

As Lázló Moholy-Nagy (2003) notes: “through photography, too, we can 

participate in new experience of space […] thanks to the photographer, 

humanity has acquired the power of perceiving its surroundings and its very 

existence, with new eyes” (p.95). 

 

                                                 
3

 Esperienza. In Vocabolario On-line Treccani. Retrieved from 
http://www.treccani.it/vocabolario/esperienza/. 
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Hypothesis   

The main hypothesis of the research is based on the existence of a common 

thread that connects a great part of the current Chinese photographic 

production: the interest of many authors of the latest decades in the 

representation of phenomena and questions directly related to the spatial 

categories of the public and the private. A hypothesis that stems from the fact 

that recently, after the new economic and social policies, the country has been 

subject to great spatial changes: excessive rise of population; demolition of old 

neighbourhoods in favour of constructing new and modern buildings; spatial 

alienation of new capitalistic society; etc. The PRC is also a country where the 

space has been one of the battlegrounds of the Party in the building of the “New 

China”.  

We are trying to find out if the current Chinese photographic production can 

help us understand many of the issues related to spatial phenomena in 

contemporary China.  

 

Another hypothesis underlying this research is whether the world of Chinese 

cultural production consists of a set of airtight compartments never connected to 

each other. We try to see if the same thematic line is also present in other fields 

of the artistic production, such as cinema and literature, as a consequence of a 

network of influences and references. 

 

Starting this research we ask ourselves if certain conditions of the artistic 

production in the PRC, with its rigid structure, have generated alternative 

spaces. And if the recent governmental directives for the artistic field have 

conditioned and influenced not only the artistic production, but also the way it is 

promoted. We are hence trying to find out what kind of spaces have been 

created in these two specific cases.  

Most of the existing research on Chinese photography has been based on a 

historical point of view. Therefore, one of the research hypothesis is if we can 

enrich this vision by carrying out a theoretical analysis of this concrete 

photographic production, always keeping in mind the inherent characteristics of 

the medium.  
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One of the hypotheses of the research is whether there is a deep reflection on 

the inherent characteristic of photography within the current photographic 

production in China.  

 

Finally we are trying to find out what is the position of this production within the 

general view on the history of photography. Is photography produced in China 

an exclusively local phenomenon or is it connected to a global discourse? Does 

this photographic production deserve to be mentioned in a historical overview of 

the medium on a global level? 

 

Aims 

The primary purpose of this research is to give a particular view on the history 

of current photography in People’s Republic of China. The decision to study a 

concrete theme will allow us to analyze the complex dynamics linked to the 

realization of a single artwork. The modalities with which selected 

photographers have dealt with questions linked to public and private spatiality 

will be the backbone of our research. The way these authors use photography 

as a conceptual tool will help us to formulate complex ideas related to spaces in 

question and will give us a chance to analyze certain themes related to the 

contemporary Chinese society. We could furthermore relate the photographic 

art to other fields of artistic production. We want to do this with an approach that 

tries not to create dividing walls between disciplines, because relations and 

influences created between them are constant and numerous, and their 

relevance is not to be underestimated. This is above all important in an artistic 

scene such as the Chinese, where, in certain periods, contact between artists of 

various disciplines was constant.  

Another aim of this research is to demonstrate how the spatial questions are 

directly connected to the artistic production and promotion in the PRC. By 

analyzing certain phenomena we want to show how many artists ideally but also 

physically occupy spaces, alternative to those controlled by the official 

organizations. We will also try to demonstrate how the current governmental 
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policies related to the artistic production and promotion have contributed to the 

creation of new kinds of spaces.  

The analysis of selected photographs or series of photographs will be done 

using numerous theoretical contributions to the study of the photographic 

medium realized in the latest decades. One of the goals is thus to carry out a 

kind of theoretical analysis of the Chinese photographic production. 

This approach will allow us to reposition the Chinese photography within a 

global history that, always bearing in mind the singularity of a certain territory, 

cannot forget the mutual influences of artistic experiences realized far away.   

 

Methodology 

In this part we will present the methodology that we utilize in the realization of 

this research.  

The first step in the planning of the research was the selection of certain 

authors, who in their works or projects directly or indirectly deal with questions 

related to spatiality. In no case we could realize a complete overview and surely 

we have omitted authors that in some way deal with the same themes.  

Regarding photographers of the eighties and nineties, and in part those of the 

new millennium, we selected them analyzing publications and studies on 

Chinese photography and contemporary art, and also catalogues of exhibitions 

held in museums and galleries around the world.  

Selection of artists in the chapter dedicated to the new millennium is, 

alternatively, above all based on a thorough observation of current trends in 

Chinese photography and not exclusively on academic publications. Many of 

the recent photographers in question are active on the internet through 

platforms for promotion of digital photography, appear in on-line magazines, are 

promoted by galleries dedicated to photography, or won prizes for emerging 

photographers in the recent years.  

The temporal factor is one of the criteria for the selection. As already 

mentioned, we choose to analyze photographic production from the eighties on. 
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Once the photographs or series of photographs and their authors were 

selected, the next step was to analyze them, always keeping in mind the 

thematic line of research. 

To proceed with the study of the photographic works, we choose to use three 

paths, as if we were going to enter into a “rhizomatic labyrinth” described in the 

words by Rogel Salazar (2003): 

“[…] making this tour is getting into a very peculiar labyrinth, quite different from 

the one with a unique entrance and unique exit, and from the branched one that 

opens up new circumstantial truths. This labyrinth is perceived as a maze 

containing many labyrinths within it. Each of these sub-labyrinths could be 

classical or baroque, and each path can be part of more than one labyrinth, 

according to the way we travel around it.” (p.16). 

A research work that wants to introduce elements of different disciplines, in 

order to be able to better present the complexity of certain photographic works, 

cannot follow a unique path.  

These three paths, presented and utilized in the research without any 

suggested hierarchical order, are the following: 

- the first one is based on the principles and concepts created by the theory of

photography, which have, as we found out influences, clues or simply 

coincidences, in a certain way brought us to numerous references to the history 

of photography; 

- the second one is centered around the ideas of scholars linked to fields that

have directly or indirectly dealt with questions related to spatiality, above all in 

sociology; 

- the third one is based on the analysis and interpretation of the work of

scholars who deal with the contemporary Chinese art and culture, who have 

contributed to the increase of theoretical content of the research and have given 

more relevance to the authors that we have chosen. 

A theoretical analysis of the current Chinese photographic production reminds 

us to keep in mind those inherent characteristics of the photographic instrument 

that make it profoundly conceptual. When talking about inherent characteristics 

we mean the series of conceptual categories typical of the medium, which are 
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not borrowed from other artistic fields, such as painting. We will give more 

relevance to how the photographic medium “works” (Marra, 1999, p.15), rather 

than to the technical and formal aspects. 

We can take for example a family album, which many theoreticians of 

photography have made reference to: when observing a family album it is not 

the formal quality that attracts us, but all the series of concepts related to time 

and memory (Marra, 1999, p.15). As Bazin (1960) affirms: “not, however, by the 

prestige of art but by the power of an impassive mechanical process: for 

photography does not create eternity, as art does, it embalms time, rescuing it 

simply from its proper corruption” (p.8). Photography allows us to analyze a 

“fragment” of reality occurred in a particular moment in the past. We can relive a 

moment already far away in the memory or observe someone or something that 

is not here anymore. We will see how this kind of concepts are a big help to 

photographers who want to transmit certain questions related to the new reform 

period of contemporary China.  

In the same essay that was already quoted, Bazin (1960) reflects on the 

relationship between the object and its photographic image: “the photograph as 

such and the object in itself share a common being, after the fashion of a 

fingerprint” (p.8). A photograph is a trace: there is a direct reference between 

the photographed object and its photographic images. As Krauss (1977) states:  

 

“The readymade’s parallel with the photograph is established by its process of 

production. It is about the physical transposition of an object from the continuum 

of reality into the fixed condition of the art-image by a moment of isolation, or 

selection. And in this process, it also recalls the function of the shifter” (p.78). 

 

Photographs “work” in the same way as personal pronouns, defined by Roman 

Jakobson as “shifters”, that are given significance only when the subject to 

which they refer to in that particular moment is present. 

Selected photographs are traces left by their authors that allow us to reconstruct 

or to try to understand their intentions. Why did they decide to photograph a 

specific space? Why did they create a trace of their passage through a given 

space? 
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The difficulty to comprehend a photograph is contained in the characteristic of 

undefined, described by Kracauer (1960): “[…] for however selective 

photographs are, they cannot deny the tendency toward the unorganized and 

diffuse which marks them as records. It is therefore inevitable that they should 

be surrounded with a fringe of indistinct multiple meanings” (p.20).  

The other conceptual aspect that we will utilize during the research is the 

inherent duality between reality and fiction that we can find in photography, an 

instrument that has always been presented as a perfect reproducer of reality. 

Regarding this aspect, Fontcuberta (2016) is categorical: “Toda fotografía es 

una ficción que se presenta como verdadera” (p.17). His researches, as 

photographer and as theoretician, always come to the same conclusion: it is the 

photographer who decides the degree of credibility of a photograph. In this 

research, in which we analyze photographers who favor an artistic goal, we will 

see that these authors play with this typical photographic dichotomy.   

 

The second path of the methodological line brings us to the use of concepts 

developed in fields that are at a first glance not connected to the artistic. We 

begin with the ideas of French scholar Henri Lefebvre that have been of 

remarkable help to our analysis: “From the point of view of knowing, social 

space works (along with its concepts) as a tool for the analysis of society” 

(Lefebvre, 1991, p.34). We will above all refer to his study work about space as 

a social product, where he theorizes the concepts of “representation of space” 

and “representational space” (Lefebvre, 1991, p.39), that resume the complex 

factors related to the production of spaces in the contemporary society. On the 

one side, the first concept that involves “systematizations, plans and designs 

which are linked to formal ‘knowledge, to signs, to codes’” (Tonkiss, 2005, 

p.114), refers to an organization of space imposed from above. On the other 

side, the second concept that presents the capacity of individuals to assign to 

spaces additional meanings, directly related to their personal or communal 

experience: “This is the dominated – and hence passively experienced – space 

which the imagination seeks to change and appropriate” (Lefebvre, 1991, p.38). 

Lefebvre also stresses the need to study the issues related to the concept of 

space by following new paths: 
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“We should have to study not only the history of space, but also the history of 

representations, along with that of their relationship – with each other, with 

practice, and with ideology. History would have to take not only the genesis of 

these spaces but also, and especially, their interconnections, distortions, 

displacements, mutual interactions, and their links with the spatial practice of 

the particular society or mode of production under consideration” (Lefebvre, 

1991, p.42). 

 

The concept of “spatial practice” just quoted above allows us to introduce 

another scholar whose thoughts we will use as a reference, Michel De Certeau. 

His theories about daily habits give particular relevance to the relation that is 

created between individuals and spaces, his conclusion being that “space is a 

practiced place” (De Certeau, 1984, p.117). Particularly useful for the purpose 

of our research will be his considerations on the act of walking: “The act of 

walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to language or to the 

statements uttered” (De Certeau, 1984, p.97). Applied to the kind of 

photography that is called “street photography”, it will be helpful to us in order to 

elaborate interesting concepts on the photographic practice in urban spaces.  

Moreover, his idea of the “invisible identities of the visible” (De Certeau, 1984, 

p.108) will be very useful for the analysis of photographic researches related to 

the disappearance of certain spaces. Behind every place there is a past, rich in 

experiences, that lives again through memory. Photography permits freezing 

these experiences of the past and reliving them again in the present.    

De Certeau’s analysis of urban context introduces another question that will be 

examined in many parts of the research. He believes that in the design of a city 

“there is a rejection of everything that is not capable of being dealt with in this 

way and so constitutes the ‘waste products’ of a functionalist administration 

(abnormality, deviance, illness, death, etc.)” (De Certeau, 1984, p.94).  

He makes reference to certain spaces for the understanding of which we will 

use the theories of the French scholar Michel Foucault, who has deeply 

examined their characteristics. His research on the disciplinary power and its 

application to the psychiatric asylum will be useful in the analysis of a particular 

photographic work. His theories on spaces of deviance allow us also to 

understand the alternative spaces that were created in the PRC in the latest 
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decades. Spaces where the artists find their own essence and creative 

freedom. As Tonkiss writes in regard to this kind of spaces: “The modern 

heterotopia is not, however, confined to disciplinary spaces. Other sites subvert 

or escape the commonplace order of space by putting in place their own spatial 

logic. […] Some involve their own rules of order, divisions of space and 

regulation of practice” (Tonkiss, 2005, p.133).  

We thus arrive to the concept of “heterotopy” developed by Foucault that will be 

of considerable help in the analysis of many of the photographic works 

presented in this research. It will be relevant to describing the complexity of 

certain spatiality that contains several levels of interpretation. As Foucault 

states when presenting this complex concept:  

“There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places – 

places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society – which 

are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which 

the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 

simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted.” (Foucault, 1984).  

This concept is perfectly related to our research and allows us to broaden our 

analysis.  

The third and the last path is based on the theoretical and historical analysis of 

contemporary Chinese art carried out by Chinese and non-Chinese scholars. 

These series of contributions have been useful for historical organization of the 

collected data, with regard to dating of certain trends or particular events. At the 

same time they allow us to better understand certain theoretical aspects of the 

latest developments of contemporary Chinese art, which have enriched the 

general discourse of the research.  

In the next part, we will present the main publications related to the theme of the 

dissertation that were used in the realization of the research.   
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Literature Review 

This section is dedicated to the literature related to the photographic production 

in China. We begin with publications that try to introduce a historic vision of the 

Chinese photographic production to a wider audience.  

The most relevant example is probably the study realized by Claire Roberts, 

“Photography and China” (2013), where the historical evolution of photography 

in China is presented from the moment when this invention arrived to the 

country from abroad until today. She analyzes principal trends and relevant 

photographers who have enriched the Chinese photographic production. 

A similar example is a book by Italian scholars Marco Meccarelli and Antonella 

Flamminii, “Storia della fotografia in Cina – Le opere di artisti cinesi e 

occidentali” (2011), who analyze the photographic production until the 

seventies. The study is very interesting for the understanding of the first 

developments of photography in China and the presence of foreign 

photographers in the country. 

From a historical point of view, a text by Wu Hung, “Between Past and Future: A 

Brief History of Contemporary Chinese Photography”, was one of the first 

attempts to describe the history of the contemporary Chinese photography in 

English. We can find it in the catalogue “Between Past and Future: New 

Photography and Video from China”, co-edited with Christopher Phillips, that 

accompanied the exhibition held in the ICP (International Center of 

Photography) of New York in 2004. 

The Wu Hung study work is of particular interest for the purpose of this research 

because he has always been interested in spatial questions represented by 

contemporary Chinese artists. As in the case of his study “Remaking Beijing: 

Tiananmen Square and the Creation of a Political Space” (2005), where he, 

using a historical vision and also an autobiographical one, reflects upon the 

relevance of an emblematic place such as Tian’anmen Square not only for the 

recent Chinese history, but also for the current cultural production. The 

publication “Rong Rong’s East Village: 1994-1998” (2003), entirely dedicated to 
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the emblematic artist village and to how photographer Rong Rong followed the 

birth and evolution of this phenomenon with his camera, is a fundamental 

contribution to the comprehension of one of the most important chapters in the 

recent Chinese art history. Wu Hung’s collection of original texts realized for the 

MoMa of New York “Contemporary Chinese Art: Primary Documents” (2010) 

has been in this research fundamental to the understanding of many 

phenomena of contemporary art in China. This publication gathers translations 

of articles and artists’ statements that cover almost the same historic period that 

we analyze in our study, from the end of the Cultural Revolution until today. 

Historical and theoretical contributions of the photographer and scholar Gu 

Zheng (his photographs are object of study in this research) will be an important 

reference for our analytical work. He is constantly present in the critic and study 

of the most recent trends in contemporary Chinese photography: from the first 

experimentation in the eighties to the latest photographic projects of 

contemporary authors. Therefore, his point of view greatly enriches our analysis 

of the authors examined in the research.  

His essay on “personal photography” in China that is part of the publication 

dedicated to the Chinese photographic production of the beginning of the 

millennium “3030: New Photography in China” (2006) is relevant for the 

understanding of one of the main photographic trends of the latest years. 

Furthermore, his intervention in the publication dedicated to recent 

photographers for the Blindspot Gallery, Hong Kong, gives an interesting point 

of view and theoretical suggestions for the study of these photographers.  

The scholar, critic and curator Gao Minglu with his contribution to the historical 

and critical analysis of the current Chinese artistic trends is the third of this triad 

of Chinese scholars who have been fundamental to our research. His most 

important contributions are the analysis of artistic production in the eighties and 

of the first artistic phenomena after the events of Tian’anmen presented in his 

book “Total Modernity and the Avant-garde in Twentieth-century Chinese Art” 

(2011). The fact that he himself was a witness to these phenomena is a relevant 

contribution to our research. Another Gao Minglu’s text, important for our study, 

is “Qiang – Zhongguo dangdai yishu de lishi yu bianjie, 墙 – 中国当代艺术的历



 xxv 

史与边界” (The Wall – Reshaping Contemporary Chinese Art, 2006), where he 

analyzes the contemporary Chinese art production and its connection to specific 

spaces.  

 

Besides the already mentioned exhibition held in the ICP, there are numerous 

other exhibition catalogues that have contributed to this research, one of them 

being Wu Hung’s “Transience: Chinese Experimental Art at the End of the 

Twentieth Century” (2005) held in the Smart Museum in Chicago in 1999, where 

various artistic disciplines and a very interesting selection of works was 

presented. The catalogue of the itinerant exhibition held in Spain in 2007 “Zhù 

yì!: fotografía actual en China” is an important presentation of Chinese 

photography at the turn of the new millennium. The same goes for the 

catalogue of the exhibition “The Chinese: Photography and Video from China” 

held in the Kunstmuseum of Wolfsburg in 2004. Both are considered relevant to 

the understanding of the current trends in Chinese photography. 

We should not forget to mention an exhibition entirely dedicated to the humanist 

photography produced in China in the latest decades “Humanism in China: a 

Contemporary Record of Photography”, held in the Guangdong Art Museum in 

2003. This exhibition is characterized by an impressive number of gathered and 

presented photographs, so we can consider it as one of the most important 

studies of photographic production in China of this kind.  

With regard to the Chinese cinematography and its relation to the theme of our 

research, the collection of articles edited by Zhang Zhen “The Urban 

Generation: Chinese Cinema and Society at the Turn of the Twenty-first 

Century” (2007), is surely a reference text for the comprehension of cinema of 

the nineties in China.  

It is fundamental for the purpose of this research because it focuses on the 

spatial representation present in this cinematographic production, which is, not 

coincidentally, directly connected to urban scenery of today’s China.  
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Content 

Here below we will give a brief overview of the content of the dissertation, trying 

to present the principal concepts of each chapter.  

Chapter 1, titled “A Brief Introduction to Chinese Photographic Production in 

China until the Cultural Revolution”, is a historical introduction to the 

development of photography in China. We will begin with the first examples of 

photographs taken in the Chinese territory, only a few years after the 

presentation of the invention of photography in Europe. We will proceed with 

presenting photographers and trends that characterized the Chinese 

photographic production from the second half of the nineteenth century until the 

seventies of the twentieth century. We will see how the photographic practice is 

becoming more and more complex: from the first experiments in the middle of 

the nineteenth century, passing through the spreading of photographic studios 

in the Chinese free ports, then the photographic experimentations of the thirties 

and finally arriving to the photographic realism of the socialist period. We can 

observe how photography contributed to the evolution of Chinese art, with its 

realistic effect, and how it became a subject of debate between the followers of 

tradition and the promoters of modernity at the beginning of the last century. 

Finally we will deal with the photographic production in the first decades of the 

PRC, deeply characterized by a political function for the purpose of 

propaganda.  

 

In Chapter 2, titled “Representations of Public and Private Spaces in the 

Eighties”, we will talk about the photographic production starting at the end of 

the seventies. We will begin with an event that, after the pause of the Maoist 

period, started the return to an innovative approach regarding the medium. We 

refer to the birth of the first non-official photographic group called “The April  

Photo Society”, directly connected to the events of Tian’anmen of 1976. This 

event evokes an important reflection: the act of the demonstration was a way to 

appropriate a certain space, in this case Tian’anmen Square, always controlled 

by the hegemonic power of the State. Here we can see the first example of how 

the public and the private are two concepts in constant intercommunication.  
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In this chapter we will present how the cultural discourse of the eigthies is 

generating a strong dichotomy between city and countryside that is in the 

photographic field represented by photography of documentary style. Further on 

we will analyze how the urban spatiality is presented in the photography of the 

second half of the decade, examining in detail the work of three photographers: 

Gu Zheng 顾铮(Shanghai, 1959), Mo Yi 莫毅 (Tibet, 1958) and Zhang Hai’er 张

海儿 (Guangzhou, 1957). Each of them is intimately connected to a concrete 

city and thanks to a new approach to the medium, they realize a formally, and 

most of all conceptually enriched photographic work.  

 

Chapter 3 is different from other chapters because it is focused on the figure of 

a single photographer, Yuan Dongping 袁冬平 (Guangzhou, 1956), and his 

photographic research dedicated to psychiatric asylums. His work is of a 

documentary type and from a conceptual point of view it allows us to introduce 

numerous reflections. Beginning from the explicit reference to the “disciplinary” 

spaces represented by this psychiatric hospitals, we will then see how on a 

further level, because they are marginal spaces, they seem to be related to the 

artistic scene of the end of the eighties and beginning of the nineties. This was 

the time when many artists renounced the “official” in order to find themselves in 

marginal spaces of the Chinese cultural world of this period. 

  

This search for alternative spaces will be presented in Chapter 4, titled “The 

Post-Tian’anmen and the Emergence of New Spaces”, where we will analyze 

various phenomena of Chinese art produced in the post-Tian’anmen period. We 

will begin with the “Apartment Art” (Gongyu yishu 公寓艺术) that could be 

considered emblematic of this period of boycott of experimental art by the 

officialdom. This phenomenon consisted of the self-reclusion in private spaces 

by a group of artists in order to to be able to freely create and promote their 

works.  

In the second part we will analyze the birth and evolution of the Beijing East 

Village (Beijing dong cun 北京东村), also a kind of physical materialization of 

that spatial marginality that the experimental artists were forced to occupy. 

Spatiality that, as we will see, they share not only with colleagues from other 
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artistic fields, but also with a large strata of the population, as for example the 

so called “fluctuant population”, which workers without residence permits belong 

to. 

In Chapter 5, titled “The Nineties: an Opening between Public and Private 

Space”, we will see how the constant relation between public and private 

spaces is represented in the Chinese photographic production of the nineties. 

The chapter is divided into four parts, each of them related to a specific 

question.  

In the first part, we will deal with the concept of square and will analyze the 

example of Tian’anmen Square, emblematic place of the PRC. We will examine 

in depth how the artists Ai Weiwei 艾未未 (Beijing, 1957) and Song Dong 宋冬 

(Beijing, 1966) represent the complex relationship of the Chinese people with 

this symbol of power. 

In the second part we will analyze Rong Rong’s 榮榮 (Zhangzhou, 1968) 

photographs of ruins of Beijing’s neighborhoods in demolition. Complexity of 

this photographic work goes beyond the picture per se, opening numerous 

possibilities for reflection. 

In the third part we will visit intimate spaces of two artists, Chen Lingyang 陈羚

羊 (Yiwu, 1975) and Song Yongping 宋永平 (Taiyuan, 1961). In both cases we 

find projects in which we observe closed spaces and their contrast with the 

external world.  

In the fourth part we will examine three authors that decided to move through 

different kinds of spaces: Wang Fuchun 王福春 (Harbin, 1943) takes pictures of 

the interior of train wagons, with people that appropriate these spaces in an 

ephemeral way; Jiang Jian 姜健 (Kaifeng, 1953) travels through the Chinese 

hinterland, where he takes pictures of intimate spaces of a part of the 

population that does not seem to be subject to the great changes of history; and 

finally Liu Zheng 劉錚 (Wuqiang, 1969), who also travels to all parts of the 

country, trying to realize a personal portrait of Chinese people.  

Chapter 6, titled “The New Millennium: Last Trends in the Chinese 

Photography”, begins with the new policies of the PRC’s government, that in the 

http://www.rongin.com/
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last fifteen years tried to open the doors of official spaces to the experimental 

art and penetrated the places of promotion of this kind of artistic production. The 

new millennium is for the Chinese art world a period of new prospects for the 

future, one of which being the stabilization of the art market. 

In the first of the three parts which the chapter is divided into, we will present 

various authors that in their pictures present different phenomena related to 

spaces in contemporary China: the rapid urbanization, the construction of 

skyscrapers, the alienating urban spaces, etc. In the work of these authors we 

can see a particular attention to the artificial, to the game between reality and 

fiction which photography allows to play.  

The second part is dedicated to a photographic trend that developed in the 

beginning of the millennium, defined as “personal photography”. It is 

characterized by a particular approach to the use of the medium. These authors 

favor the photography as an instrument of documentation of their personal 

world, forgetting all kinds of political criticism and social contestation. It is also a 

trend that developed mostly on the internet and to which the new technologies 

are of fundamental importance.               

The last part is a reflection on one of the most recent directions of the current 

Chinese photography. We will deal with authors that, continuing with a personal 

vision of the world, undertake a search for their roots, in this case traveling in 

the opposite direction: it is a journey “back to home”, to the places of origin, but 

it is not a travel indifferent to the world, since many of the authors question the 

situation of contemporary China.  

       

This research is an attempt to show the complex characteristics of Chinese 

photographic production over the last decades, but above all, to show the 

relevance that certain artistic works have for the understanding of a concrete 

epoch.  

An understanding that goes beyond the limits of a specific discipline, in this 

case the Asian Studies, with hope of reaching the experts that still ignore a 

relevant part of the global cultural production.  

This research is naturally a limited vision, just like the open window of the 

country house from where Niépce took his first photographic image, with which 

we began this introduction.  



xxx 
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1. A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO PHOTOGRAPHIC
PRODUCTION  IN CHINA UNTIL THE CULTURAL
REVOLUTION

In this chapter we will briefly analyze the historical evolution of the photographic 

production in China, since the moment of the arrival of the invention of 

photography to this Asian country until the end of the Cultural Revolution.  

This introduction allows us to present the photographic development in China 

before the period which we will deal with in our research. A historical view will 

allow us to understand the context which the photographic works that we will 

analyze are produced in and comprehend the previous theoretical development 

of the photographic instrument in China.  

We will see how, in the function the photographic instrument assumes after the 

foundation of the People’s Republic of China, a game of force between public 

and private is present, a reflection of what is happening in the society of this 

period. We will thus anticipate many aspects that will be dealt with in the 

following chapters. 

In the first part we will see the earliest developments of photography in China, 

the presence of numerous foreign photographers and the origin and the 

increase in the number of the first photographic studios. We will then analyze 

how a scene of photographic amateurs that promoted the first artistic 

photography in China emerges in the republican period. These are also the 

years of spreading of the mass popular culture which photography actively took 

part in.  

The beginning of the war with Japan leads to an emergence of realist style and 

thus to documentary photography that continues to be relevant during the civil 

war.  

With the foundation of the People’s Republic of China, a unique modality of 

photographic production, subdued to the dictate of the propaganda of the State, 

will prevail. Finally we will see how during the period of the Cultural Revolution 

this kind of photography coexists with a personal use of the medium, in strong 

opposition to the official use.  
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1.1  The Origin of Photography in China (1844-1912) 

On 17 January 1839 Louis-François Aragò (1786-1853) announced to French 

Academy of Science in Paris the invention of a procedure of photographic 

reproduction denominate “daguerreotype”. An instrument that finally permitted 

to fix the images reflected in a camera obscura on a physical medium. This is 

the first example of photographic reproduction ever made public.  

The news was published a few months later, on 19 October 1839, in the 

“Canton Press”, an English language newspaper printed in Macao. A few 

months later, the same newspaper also published an article dedicated to the 

calotype, invented by the Englishman William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) (E. 

K. Lai, 2011, p.20).

These events took place in the years prior to the period of semi-colonization by 

imperialist nations that begins with the so-called Opium Wars4, a time that the 

sinologist Jacques Gernet defines as the period of “China crucified” (Gernet, 

1996, p.601). The strong pressure of Western imperialist powers made, with the 

use of force, China to cancel the entry ban for foreigners into the great oriental 

empire and obligated the opening of numerous ports to the international trade. 

These events are, according to the documents preserved to this day, directly 

connected to the arrival of photographic invention to China: it was brought there 

by the foreign diplomatic expeditions that came to this territory to sign the 

treaties of the two Opium Wars.  

The example of the oldest photograph5 taken in China is the one realized by 

Jules Itier (1802-1877), a French customs officer and an enthusiast of this 

recent invention who was the head of the French commercial expedition to 

China. The photograph in question is a commemorative portrait of the signature 

of the Huangpu treaty [Fig. 1.01] on 24 October 1844 that guaranteed to France 

large privileges to create trade connections with China.  

In addition to the mentioned portrait, numerous daguerreotypes that illustrate 

street scenes or portraits of local people from the cities of Macao, Huangpu, 

4
 The First Opium War lasted from 1839 to 1842, and the second one from 1856 to 1860. 

5
 It is the oldest daguerreotype preserved to this day. E. K. Lai (2011, p.20) quoted Terry 

Bennet, who in his Chinese photographic history refers to two English officers that in 1842 
supposedly realized some daguerreotypes during the English expedition of the first Opium War.  
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and Guangzhou [Fig. 1.02] 6  are also preserved. These are the oldest 

daguerreotypes that illustrate Chinese people and landscapes. 

The first experiments related to the optical phenomena are carried out several 

centuries before. Joseph Needham (1962) writes in regard to the Mohist school7 

and their studies on optics: “[…] only the Mohists actually took mirrors and light-

sources and carefully looked to see what happened” (p.78). The British scholar 

quotes an excerpt from Mo Jing 墨镜, the cannon of the school, where the 

phenomenon of the camera obscura, the effects of the focal point and the 

inverted image are examined: “The fact that the Mohists worked with pinhole 

and camera obscura in the -4th century is of great interest, as this is usually 

placed much later by historians of physics (Arabic, early +11th century)” 

(Needham, 1962, pp.82-83). An interest for these optical phenomena that, 

according to Needham, augmented during the Tang and Song period, which the 

writings of Shen Kua 瀋括  (or Shen Kuo or Shen Gua, 1031-1095) are 

testimony of (Needham, 1962, p.97).  

Between the seventeenth and the eighteenth century, with the arrival of Jesuits 

to China, all kind of instruments for observation that use an optical lens are 

introduced. Jesuits also present western pictorial techniques, of which 

chiaroscuro and the linear perspective generate particular interest among the 

Chinese audience, because they were beforehand absent in the Chinese 

pictorial tradition. A relevant figure for the introduction of the linear perspective 

was the Italian Jesuit Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1766), known in China under 

the name of Lang Shining 郎世寧. In 1715 he contributed to the translation of 

Andrea Pozzo’s “Perspectiva pictorum et architectorum” (1693)8 into Chinese. 

Castiglione’s painting work, a synthesis of European and Chinese techniques, 

was admired by the imperial court and the emperors themselves. Despite this 

6
 Regarding Jules Itier’s photographs, see Jules Itier: premières photographies de la Chine, 

1844, (2012). Évry: Publication du Musée français de la photographie-Conseil général de 
l'Essonne. 
7
 Philosophical school of Mozi 墨子 (5th and 4th century BC). 

8
 Regarding the introduction of linear perspective in China, see Corsi, E. (2004) La Fábrica de 

las ilusiones: los jesuitas y la difusión de la perspectiva lineal en China (1698-1766). Mexico 
D.F.: El Colegio de México.
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first encounter with the linear perspective9, the Chinese pictorial tradition did not 

assimilate this technique until the beginning of the twentieth century with the 

introduction of modern occidental trends. 

Photography thus arrives to China with the same body of knowledge that was 

present in Europe (E. K. Lai, 2011, p.19). It is for this reason that the figure of 

Zou Boqi 鄒伯奇 (1819-1869), a scholar and professor of Science coming from 

Nanhai near Guangzhou, generates controversy: “Zou’s writings, published 

posthumously in 1873, and discoveries of equipment on his former property that 

suggest instruction of experimentation, have led him to be celebrated in China 

as the ‘inventor’ of the first Chinese camera” (Roberts, 2013, p.15). We cannot 

really be sure if he with his little self-made camera obscura limited himself to the 

drawing of landscapes and maps or he was in fact able to reproduce one of the 

techniques invented in Europe. 

His treatise was published the same year as of one of the first examples of 

manuals dedicated to photography written in Chinese, the “Tuo ying qiguan 脱

影奇觀 ” (“On the Principles and Practice of Photography”) by the Scottish 

professor John Dudgeon (1837-1901). 

The harbors, open to the international trade, such as Hong Kong, Macao, 

Guangzhou and Shanghai, are the urban centers where photographic studios, 

in those years exclusively managed by occidentals, appear first. The first 

testimony of a studio founded by the American George R. West (ca. 1825-1859) 

in the British colony of Hong Kong dates back to 1845 (E. K. Lai, 2011, p.22). 

At the end of the Second Opium War is when they granted the permission to the 

foreigners to enter the cities and areas of the country that were until then 

forbidden. This new situation allows numerous occidental photographers to 

reproduce pictures of the country. In 1859 the Swiss photographer Pierre 

Joseph Rossier (ca.1829-1897) realized the first stereographic images of China, 

sold in the West by a London enterprise, Negretti & Zambra [Fig. 1.03].  

9
 References to the introduction of the pictorial perspective in China are relevant because many 

scholars have stressed the relation between this and the photographic invention. Regarding 
that, see: Schwarz, H. (1985). Art and Photography: Forerunners and Influencers. Layton, Utah: 
Peregrine Smith; Galassi, P. (1981). Before Photography: Painting and the Invention of 
Photography. New York: MoMa.  
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Felice Beato (1832-1909) is one of the photographers accompanying the 

English military expedition during the Second Opium War 10 . Many of his 

pictures that composed a souvenir album of the military campaign for the 

officers, reproduced landscapes, monuments, and above all, the battlefield [Fig. 

1.04]. It seems that before taking a shot, Beato moved the enemies’ dead 

bodies, trying to recreate a more dramatic scene. These are one of the first 

examples of the use of photography as a weapon of propaganda. There Beato’s 

shots were in fact widely used by the domestic press to glorify the 

achievements of the British army.    

From 1869 on, more western photographers decided to move to China. We 

should especially mention Milton M. Miller (1830-1899) [Fig. 1.05] and William 

Saunders (1832-1892) [Fig. 1.06], because of the high quality of their studio 

portraits. Their photographic work consists above all of “souvenirs” for the 

foreigner travelers where they represented typologies of the Chinese population. 

The collection dedicated to tableau vivant, which presents scenes from the 

court of justice, opium smokers, peddlers, etc., is of particular interest. 

In this period many European and American photographers travel around the 

world to photograph “the other”, and China is one of the most requested 

subjects. As Susan Sontag (2008) states: “[…] Essentially the camera makes 

everyone a tourist in other people’s reality, and eventually in one’s own” (p.57). 

Foreigners travel for a long time to discover this country, as is the case of the 

Scotsman John Thomson (1837-1921), inter alia quoted by Sontag in her essay 

on photography. He traveled through China between 1868 and 1872 with his 

own photographic equipment, following the ethnographic approach to 

photography [Fig. 1.07]11.  

 

                                                 
10

 Regarding Felice Beato, see: Lacoste, A. (2010). Felice Beato: A Photographer on the 
Eastern Road. Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum; Crombie, I. (March, 1987). China, 
1860: A Photographic Album by Felice Beato. History of Photography, 11 (1), pp.25-37; Jaubert, 
A. (April, 1984). Du cinéma dans la photographie. Photographies, (4), pp.22-25; Wanaverbecq, 
A. (Ed.), (2005). Felice Beato en Chine: Photographier la guerre en 1860. Paris: Somogy 
Éditions d'Art; Zannier, I. (1986). Verso Oriente: fotografie di Antonio e Felice Beato. Firenze: 
Alinari. 
11

 See: Thomson, J. (1873-1874). Illustrations of China and Its People: A Series of Two 
Hundred Photographs, with Letterpress Descriptive of the Places and People 
Represented,  four volumes. London: S. Low, Marston, Low, and Searle; Thomson, J. (1877). 
Dix ans des voyages dans la Chine et l'Indo-Chine. Paris: Librarie Hachette; Thomson, J., & 
Choutzé T. (1895). La China. Milano: Fratelli Treves Editori. 
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Foreigners who established the earliest studios were at the same time also the 

teachers of the first natives who decided take up this profession12.   

The studio that stands out among these first studios is that of Liang Shitai 梁時

泰 (also known as See Tay, active between ca. 1870 and 1880). He moved to 

Tianjin, close to the imperial capital, and soon ingratiated himself with the 

members of the imperial court, one of them being the prince Chun Yihuan 

(1840-1891), father of the emperor Guangxu, who showed particular interest in 

the new technology. The portraits of the prince that Liang realizes are of 

particular interest because they are a hybrid between a portrait made with the 

photographic instrument and aspects of the Chinese pictorial tradition. In one of 

these portraits, dated to 1878, the prince is not only accompanied by a deer and 

holding a pine branch, used because of their symbolic character, usual for 

pictorial portraits, but there are also seals that complete a traditional painting 

applied to the picture [Fig. 1.08]. 

Lai Afong 賴阿芳 (active between ca. 1859 and 1900) is the founder of one of 

the principal photographic studios in Hong Kong. His work is deeply connected 

to the members of the English community for which he took most of his pictures. 

In one of this works, an album dedicated to the region of Fuzhou and river Min 

that was produced as a souvenir for the foreign travellers, it is possible to 

perceive a resonance of the Chinese tradition of landscape painting [Fig. 1.09]. 

Sze Yuen Ming & Co. 施潤明 (active between ca. 1892 and 1920), founded by 

Shi Dezhi (1861-1935), was one of the principal photographic studios of the city 

of Shanghai. Known also under the name of Yao Hua 耀華, “dazzling China”, 

“like other photographic studios, was less concerned with cultural authenticity 

than creating potent images of Chinese life that reinforced Western stereotypes, 

many of them negative” (Roberts, 2013, p.31). In addition to being renowned for 

the portraits of courtesans, this studio continued with the realization of tableau 

vivant that reproduced specific Chinese typologies for foreign visitors [Fig. 1.10]. 

Meanwhile, the photographic instrument has already in some way influenced 

the Chinese pictorial production. For example, photography influenced the work 

of authors such as the Cantonese Ju Lian 居廉  (1828-1904) or later on 

                                                 
12

 “The most important early contributions that Western photographers made in China was to 
train the first generation of native commercial photographers” (E. K. Lai, 2011, p.26). 
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“Shanghai School” (Haipai 海派). The last one brought many novelties to the 

Chinese pictorial tradition, such as a more realistic approach and the use of 

colors that had never been used before (Hay, 1996, p.576). But it is especially 

in the portraits that this painting school shows greater attention to a realistic 

approach, probably influenced by the widespread fashion of photographic studio 

portraits. 

1.2 Photography during the Republican Period (1912 – 

1937) 

1911 was marked by the fall of the last imperial dynasty, the Qing, that ruled the 

country since 1644. The following year the Republic of China was founded and 

Sun Yat-Sen 孫逸仙  (1866 -1925), revolutionary and the founder of the 

Guomingdang, was proclaimed a temporary president.  

This is the beginning of a new era for China, where the photographic instrument 

becomes very important for the documentation of this new path taken by the 

country. The highly politicized brothers Gao Jianfu 高劍父 (1879-1951) and Gao 

Qifeng 高奇峰 (1889-1933), founders of the Lingnan painting school (Lingnan 

huapai 嶺南畫派) and defenders of the introduction of realistic elements into the 

new Chinese painting, created the magazine “The True Records” (Zhenxiang 

huabao 真相畫報, 1912-1913), which is probably the first magazine published in 

China that used photographs. 

The emergence of realism in the art world it is due not only to the arrival of 

European trends, but also to major diffusion of the photographic instrument. As 

Francesca dal Lago (2009) asserts: “the same Academic Realism that in 

Europe was the antinomic pole to the emergence of Modernism, in China took 

on the radical value of a language that could allow for a breakthrough with the 

pre-existing tradition” (p.852).  

Despite the emergence of realism, the first examples of art photography during 

the twenties are inspired by international pictorialism, mostly with the 

reproductions of landscapes, still life and nudes. On the one hand there was the 
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need to accredit photography as art, which implied, as we will see, references to 

the Chinese painting tradition: 

“Thus, even though photography was invented against a background of 

scientific fever and an urge to capture the absolute reality in Europe, this 

modernist ambition was mostly lost when it was introduced to China. Most of its 

early adopters framed its use in the familiar context of Chinese visual 

expression, on the same continuum with painting.[…] Consequently, early 

photographic practices were mostly for the purposes of decoration, worship, 

aesthetic expression, sociality, advertising and propaganda. Recording history 

and representing reality (either scientific or social) were marginal concerns, 

even though pictures taken then are now considered to have documentary 

value.” (Wu & Yun, 2007, p.32). 

On the other hand, there was also a technical motivation, since the 

economically more accessible cameras had a maximum speed of the shutter 

and it was thus complicated to get good quality of pictures in movement 

(Gauffre & Willaume, 1984, p.18). As a consequence, objects depicted were 

mostly landscapes and still life.  

Meanwhile, in the beginning of the twenties the “4th May Movement” appears, 

the name of which refers to the demonstrations following the Treaty of 

Versailles in 1919, and that consists in a huge movement of renovation of 

Chinese culture. This movement influenced every artistic field and naturally also 

the photographic production.  

Despite the diffusion of photography through studies that had been increasing 

year after year and its presence in magazines, the high cost of photographic 

equipment did not allow its diffusion among a large part of the population. At 

least until the twenties, when small groups of amateur photographers emerged.  

In one of this groups of photographers Chen Wanli 陳萬里 (1892-1969) and 

Huang Zhenyu 黃振玉 (1895-1978) met each other and in 1919 decided to 
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organize a photographic exhibition in the Beijing University Campus13. After this 

experience they decided to create the Beijing daxue yishu xiezhen shehui 北京

大 学 艺 术 写 真 社 会  (Beijing University’s Research Association for Art 

Photography) in 1923. With the arrival of some new members, such as Liu 

Bannong 劉半農  (1891-1934) and Lao Yanruo 老焱若  (1883-1966), the 

association changed its name to Guangshe 光社  (the Light Society). Its 

fundamental aim was to affirm the artistic value of the instrument, of the “artistic 

photography” (in chinese Meishu sheying 美树摄影) [Fig. 1.11]. Between the 14 

and 15 June 1924 they organized an exhibition in the Zhongyang Park (now 

Zhongshan Park) in Beijing, assisted by almost three thousand people, among 

which artists and intellectuals.  

The success of the society led to the creation of various photographic 

association throughout the country: the Guangzhou Sheying gonghui 广州摄影

工会 (the Guangzhou’s Syndicate of Photography), founded in 1922; in 1926, 

also in Guangzhou, the Jing she 景社 (the Lanscape Association) was founded, 

with Pan Dawei 潘達微 (1880-1929) and Fu Bingchang 傅秉常 (1896-1965)14 

among its founders; the Mei she 美社 (the Beauty Society) founded by Zhang 

Penzhou 張篷舟 and Jing Mancheng 金滿城, in Nanjing in 1928; in 1925 Lin 

Zecong 林澤蒼 (1903-1961) founded the first national society in Shanghai, the 

“Zhongguo Sheying Xuehui 中國攝影學會” (Photographic Society of China) [Fig. 

1.12] (E. K. Lai, 2000, p.32). 

In 1927 Liu Bannong, one of the members of the Guangshe Society and a 

pioneer of theory of photography in China, published a treatise dedicated to 

photography, titled “Bannong tanying 半農談影 ” (Bannong’s Comments on 

Photography). Liu skillfully uses terminology that reminds of the Chinese 

13
 In those days the director of the Beijing University was professor Cai Yuanpei 蔡元培 (1868-

1940), who converted the educative center into one of the principal cores of cultural production 
of the country. For Cai, art is of fundamental relevance. In regard to this, see Cai, Y. (1996). 
Replacing Religion with Aesthetic Education. In K. A. Denton, Modern Chinese Literary 
Thought: Writings on Literature 1893-1945, (pp.182-189). Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
14

 Fu Binchang covers various diplomatic assignements, among others the one of ambassador 
in the Soviet Union (1943-1949) for the ROC government. His photographs are of high quality 
and included personal pictures or portraits of personalities, for example of the Nationalist Party 
leader Chang Kai-shek (Meccarelli & Flamminii, 2011).  
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aesthetic tradition, when he wants to affirm that photography is not just a simple 

instrument of recording the reality as it is, but is capable of reproducing it 

through the internal world of the author (Kent, 2013)15. The aim was to create 

an artistic photography. In regard to the relevance of the formal aspects for Liu, 

Edwin K. Lai  (2000) states:  

“to do this the photographers must beautify (造美) the pictures they made. Not 

only did they need to select beautiful matters as their subjects, they also 

needed to present these subjects beautifully in the photographs. He urged the 

photographers to take special notice of the forms of the subjects and the lighting 

conditions, and observe the rules of composition, or ‘zhangfa’ (章法)” (p.39). 

In practice, these theories reflected a strong influence of the pictorialist trend 

coming from abroad. In the specific case of these authors, they were trying to 

refer to the formal compositions and typical elements of the Chinese traditional 

painting [Fig. 1.13].  

During the thirties, Shanghai became the new cultural nerve centre of the 

country, not only for the photographic production, but also for the art of 

modernist inspiration that began to be produced in China.  

The most relevant photographer of this period working in Shanghai is Lang 

Jingshan 郎静山 (Long Chin-san,1892-1995), who, together with Hu Boxiang 胡

伯翔  (1896-1989) 16 , Huang Bohui 黄伯惠  (1894-1981) 17  and the already 

mentioned Chen Wanli and Huang Zhenyu, founded the “Zhonghua sheying 

15
 An opinion that is not shared by one of the advocates of the painting tradition, in response to 

the arrival of new techniques from abroad, Chen Hengque 陳衡恪 (or Chen Hengke or Chen 

Shizheng 陈师曾,1876-1923) affirms: “[if literati painting] were ‘mechanical’ and ‘simplistic’, it 

would be exactly like photographs, undifferentiated and repetitive, and what could be precious 
about it then? How can it be important as art? How can it be valuable as art? What is precious 
about art lies in its ability to nurture the spirit, express individualism, and reflect feelings” (as 
cited in Wong, 2000, p.306) 
16

 In addition to photography, he was one of the most sophisticated makers of British American 

Tobacco advertising pictures, in the well-known format of calendars (月份牌 Yuefenpai). 

Regarding his work in advertising, see Johnston Laing, E. (2004) Selling happiness : calendar 
posters and visual culture in early twentieth-century Shanghai. Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press. 
17

 Owner of the Eastern Times magazine, where many of the photographers of the society found 
their space. In the magazine’s building several photographic exhibitions were held as well 
(Roberts, 2013, p.83). 
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xueshe 中華摄影學社” (the China Photographic Study Society), known under 

the abbreviated name “Huashe 華社” . 

Lang’s photographs, which refer to the Chinese landscape painting tradition, are 

realized with an interesting laboratory technique. Pictures are the result of the 

printing of various elements belonging to different negatives, which then 

together create a landscape that does not exist in reality [Fig. 1.14], similar to 

the Chinese painting tradition, where the landscape was not the result of an 

exact representation of reality, but of an author’s “impression” of the observed.  

Lang Jingshan is inspired by the photographic technique of “combination 

printing” devised by the European photographic trend “High Art Photography”, 

which Oscar Gustave Rejlander (1813-1875) and Henry Peach Robinson 

(1830-1901) were members of, among others (Su, Lin, Liu, & Zhou, 2009, p.55). 

Regarding this technique Lang writes:  

“We are often disappointed to find a good piece of scenery spoiled by an 

unneeded tree, or ruined by an excrescent bit of rock, which can only be 

photographed as it is, or not at all; but with the advent of composite pictures, 

such disappointment can at last be remedied. We can now eliminate what is not 

wanted and add in what is lacking: we can now make up an ideal picture out of 

various individual photographs without losing any of the effects or qualities that 

are necessary to a photograph. Nature is often imperfect, as the saying goes, 

and now it is within our power to perfect her.” (Long, 2004, p.154). 

In his work of the thirties it is possible to find examples of pictures of Shanghai, 

aerial views and modern buildings, result of the influence of a new modernist 

approach to photography.  

In order to participate in international exhibitions, Lang Jingshan, together with 

two colleagues Huang Zhongchang 黄仲长  (1900-?) and Xu Zuyin 徐祖荫 

(without dates), founded a new society that was named “San you yinghui 三友影

会” (Three Names Photographic Society). The goal of this new society was to 

improve the image of China abroad, given that most of the photographs 

representing China outside of its territory were presenting a negative image of a 

backward looking and underdeveloped county (Willaume, 1984, p.42). 
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Another society of remarkable relevance for the further development of 

photography in China, also established in Shanghai, is Heibai yingshe 黑白影社 

(the Black and White Society). Founded in 1931 by Lu Shifu 盧施福, a doctor, 

Ding Shengbao, a sails manager of a foreign enterprise, and Nie Guangdi 聶光

地, a manager in a cotton enterprise (Gauffre & Willaume, 1984, p.16). The 

different professions exercised by the founders allow us to understand the 

amateur character of this society that is inter alia distinguished to be the least 

elitist. It would appear to have about 168 members and was one of the few 

societies that spread over the rest of China (Su et al., 2009, p.49)18.  

Every society had its own publication that promoted its members or where the 

works, shown in exhibitions held by the same society, were published. These 

publications were often financed thanks to the advertisement of big brands such 

as Agfa, Kodak, etc. (Gauffre & Willaume, 1984, p.16). Simultaneously, 

however, several magazines devoted exclusively to photography existed as well: 

the “Sheying Zazhi 摄 影 杂 志 ” (the Photography Review, 1922/23), the 

“Zhonghua Sheying Zazhi 中華摄影雜誌” (The Chinese Journal of Photography, 

1933/35) [Fig. 1.15], “Chenfeng 晨風” (Dawn Wind, 1933/35) and “Feiying 飛鷹” 

(Flying Eagle, 1936/37) [Fig. 1.16]. 

In Shanghai of the thirties we do not only find publications dedicated to 

photography. There were also several other magazines that used photography 

frequently. The most well-known was probably the “Young Companion” (良友

Liangyou, 1926/46), a magazine with diverse content, spreading from fashion to 

literature, from art to news, etc. It was an emblematic publication of emerging 

urban popular culture in Shanghai of that period. 

Satirical magazines, such as “Shanghai Manhua 上海漫画” (Shanghai Sketch, 

1928/30) and “Shidai Manhua 时代漫画” (Modern Sketch, 1934/37) offered a 

broad photographic content. In these magazines we can find examples of 

photomontage [Fig. 1.17] and also of a specific use of the photographic medium. 

18
 Among their members we find Sha Fei 沙飞 (1912-1950) and Wu Yinxian 吴印咸 (1900-

1994), that we will talk about in the following pages. 
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Photography of the thirties does not only represent landscapes and still lives, 

many photographers were, inspired by trends like the Russian constructivism19, 

trying to find a more modern approach to their photographic practice. The uses 

of new ways of framing the picture or the choice of subjects such as modern 

architectures of Shanghai, made with contrasted blacks and whites, synonyms 

of a strong desire of experimentation [Fig. 1.18]. Many of these pictures 

occupied covers of magazines such as “Shidai huabao 時代畫報” (Modern 

Miscellany), “Zhonghua yuebao 中華月報 ” (The Central China Monthly) or 

“Fangzhou 方 舟 ” (The Ark). One of the recurring themes is also the 

representation of athletes, whose body is the synonym of progress and strength 

of the country.  

1.3 Photography in War Time (1937 – 1949) 

Japanese invasion of a great part of the Chinese territory in 1937 is a decisive 

inflexion in all the art fields. Before the Shanghai occupation and after a series 

of strong bombardments, numerous cultural production and promotion centers 

were destroyed: print shops of many magazines created in the previous 

decades, cinematographic production centers, art schools, artists’ studios, etc. 

Many artists lost their studios with their works still inside, or lost their work for 

good when they decided to leave the city. The few works of art, paintings, 

movies and photographs that are still preserved, miraculously survived the 

destruction of war. This makes the work of art historians who want to study this 

specific period very complicated.  

As a consequence of the war, photographic publications stop being edited and 

the photographic societies quit their activities. In photography, as well as in 

other artistic fields, we can observe different reactions to the war with the 

Japanese. This complex situation is due to the division of Chinese territory into 

three parts: the one occupied by the Japanese in the North-East of the country, 

19
 Regarding the “Progressive Movement” in China see Minnick, S., &  Ping, J. (1990). Chinese 

Graphic Design in the Twentieth Century. London: Thames & Hudson. 
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the one under the control of the government of the Republic and of the 

Guomingdang in the South-West, and the communist bases in the North-West.   

In each of these areas we can find different modalities of using the photographic 

medium. In the part occupied by the Japanese there are on the one hand 

photographers either indifferent to the situation or favorable to the occupation 

who continue producing artistic photography, and on the other hand there are a 

few who silently resist, taking pictures that metaphorically recall the patriotic 

spirit (Willaume, 1984, p.46).  

In the areas under the control of the Guomingdang, photographers that prefer to 

continue creating artistic photography are present and others that try to use the 

photography to help in the war against the Japanese.  

Finally, within the territories occupied by the communists, photographers such 

as Wu Yinxian, Sha Fei [Fig. 1.19; Fig. 1.20] and Xu Xiaobing 徐肖冰 (1916) 

promote documentary photography. In the introduction to Wu Yinxian’s book 

“Sheying Changshi 摄影常識” (The Common Sense of Photography), edited in 

1939, Sha Fei writes in regard to the use of the photographic instrument: 

“[…] first, it can reflect reality in the most truthful degree, therefore it can give 

the people the most truthful feelings and the most substantial and profound 

impressions, which become most easily accepted and welcomed by the people. 

Second, it can reflect reality in the fastest speed, and can widely disseminate 

the images of reality it reflects in the fastest speed. Therefore undoubtedly, it is 

a tool of propaganda and a powerful weapon for struggle which shoulders the 

important political responsibility of news reportage.” (as cited in E. K. Lai, 2000, 

p.48).

The principles of propaganda photography that will be utilized with the 

foundation of the PRC were established in the Yan’an20 base. 

Aware of the strength of the photographic image, not only for the domestic use 

but also for the image of China abroad, the magazine “Jin-Cha-Ji huabao 晉察

20
 In Yan’an the “Forum on literature and art” was held in May 1942, in which the opening and 

closing discourse realized by Mao Zedong will be the guide line for the cultural production in the 
communist China.  
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冀畫報” (Three Province, 1942/47) [Fig. 1.21] was founded for promotion of the 

politics executed in the free territories under the communist control.  

Well-known war photographs of this period are the ones by Sha Fei following 

the People’s Liberation Army [Fig. 1.22], or portraits of Mao Zedong and the 

principal leaders of the Chinese Communist Party made by Wu Yinxian and Xu 

Xiaobin [Fig. 1.23].  

Special attention should be given to a particular photographic work realized 

between 1938 and 1940 and published in the September of 1940 edition of the 

Liangyou magazine: an ethnographic research carried out by Zhang Xueben 庄

学本 (1909-1984) in the province of Xikang. This region was created by the 

Republic in an area on the border with Tibet that was inhabited by a great 

number of different ethnic groups. Zhang’s photographic work, only recently 

rediscovered, is a thorough documentation of the habits and customs of these 

populations. His point of view is the one of a member of a “civilized” society 

studying “primitive” populations. As Mo (2013) states: “This emphasis on the 

distance between the observer and the observed in the scale of civilization 

bears a resemblance to travel narratives penned by western and Japanese 

colonial travelers” (p.128).     

His photographs are, in addition to being an important testimony of habits of 

these populations, also the result of a professional practice of the photographic 

medium, characterized by the use of an elegant black and white in 120 mm 

format [Fig. 1.24].  

1.4 Propaganda Photography (1949-1966) 

On 1 October 1949, after four long years of civil war, the People’s Republic of 

China is proclaimed. Photographs that document the announcement of Mao 

Zedong in Tianan’men Square are taken by Hou Bo 侯波 (1924), that in the 

following decades became the principal photographer of the Great Helmsman, 

whom she makes portraits of. 
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With the rise of the new republic, photography became an important tool of 

propaganda, of promotion and diffusion of the policies promoted by the Party.  

It is a new instrument in the practice of mobilizing the masses, which the 

domestic politics of the Party during the first decades of the PRC is based on. A 

large number of photographs is produced for every campaign. 

For example, in 1950 itinerant photographic exhibitions were organized in order 

to show the patriotic work of the army to serve as an example of good 

citizenship. They show pictures of the resistance war against the Japanese, of 

the civil war and the Korean war (Willaume, 1984, p.52). 

In the case of the “Great Leap Forward” campaign (1958-1961), the number of 

pictures that show the enormous effort of the population to realize this fast 

economic development increased dramatically: pictures of steel plants, factories, 

mines, constructions sites, etc. These pictures were presented to the population 

through exhibitions, publications and magazines, such as the “Renmin Huabao 

人民画报” (The China Pictorial) [Fig. 1.25]. 

Production of photographs was under the rigid control of propaganda officers: 

“Like all official photographs from the period, images that were submitted for 

use were the property of the news agency and not the individual photographers 

and were manipulated according to official requirements” (Roberts, 2013, 

p.111)21.

1.5 Photographic Images during the Great Cultural 

Revolution (1966-1976) 

Here below we will analyze various examples of photographic production during 

a particular period in the history of the PRC, the one of the Great Cultural 

21
 Regarding the official archives, see the article by Gao, C., & Wang, S. (2013). The 

Challenging Archive: Studying Photographers of the Chinese Communist Party. Trans Asia 
Photography Review, 4 (1). Retrieved from http://quod.lib.umich.edu/t/tap/7977573.0004.106/--
challenging-archive-studying-photographers-of-the-chinese?rgn=main;view=fulltext.  
In 2003 the artist Zhang Dali started a deep archival work within the series “A Second History” 
were he recovered many examples of photographic manipulation of the propaganda. This 
artistic work is not only a relevant document from a historic point of view, but also an interesting 
reflection on the photographic instrument.   
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Revolution, which took place between 1966 and 1976. This period allows us to 

introduce the first reflections on division between the public and the private in 

the PRC and how they are presented in the photographic production of this 

period. 

The Cultural Revolution, as already mentioned, began in 1966, and on 18 

August of the same year, Weng Naiqiang 翁乃强 (Jakarta, 1936), photographer 

of the Renmin Huabao magazine, immortalized Mao Zedong’s greetings from 

Tian’anmen to the crowd of Red Guards who responded raising the “red book” 

[Fig. 1.26]. The picture follows the rules of photographic image construction of 

the propaganda in detail. The color film22 that was used gives bright tonalities, 

so the red, that is prevalent, is deep and powerful. On the balcony of 

Tian’anmen Mao Zedong appears “like a helmsman charting a course through a 

sea of adoring masses” (Roberts, 2013, p.112).  

Weng took pictures of the first moments of the Cultural Revolution and the big 

assemblies of the fervent Red guards with the same tonalities.  

Weng’s photographs are an example of propaganda pictures that circulated 

during this decade, the most famous one being Mao’s portrait, reproduced in 

millions of copies, since this was the period when his cult reached the highest 

levels of its appraisal. 

In contrast to these pictures, strictly related to the officialdom, another kind of 

photography that is produced in the same years emerges. These are 

photographs of families, taken in the photographic studio [Fig. 1.27], where the 

version of a private story seems to oppose to the “history” narrated by the 

Power23. It is not a gesture of resistance, but rather of “persistence”, of desire to 

22
 “Weng was told that there would be ‘a major event’ and was allocated some Kodak color film, 

which was expensive and a privilege to use” (Roberts, 2013, p.114). Nicole Huang (2010) also 
states: “The visual style of China Pictorial during this period was more colorful and vibrant than 
in the 1950s and 1960s” (p. 674). 
23

 A strong division between the public and the private is also evident in the cinematographic 
production: “[…] factories, mines, villages and military camps – all public, political spaces – 
become the preferred settings, drastically reducing the number of domestic, private and 
personal spaces (newly judged to be ‘bourgeois’ or ‘backward’). The typical plot usually ends 
with the triumph of the public over the private: just as verbally and physically violent struggles 
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preserve the family memory. In a period characterized by high human cost, 

there are many who want to immortalize the rare moments of gatherings, 

especially because of the uncertainty of the future. Many of these family 

portraits (quanjiafu 全家福) of the seventies, analyzed by Nicole Huang, were 

made on the day when one of the family members had to leave home. 

Therefore, there is an intention to capture a specific moment that has nothing to 

do with celebration and festivity: 

“In the 1970s, the importance of picturing an occasion surpassed any interest in 

picturing setting, social status, fantasy or fashion. The goal of the studio journey 

was to capture an occasion. These were not portraits to sell, nor were they 

vanity portraits; they were strictly to keep as personal testament” (Huang, 2010, 

p.684).

This determines the simplicity of the backdrop, of the clothes and sometimes of 

the expression in the moment of taking the portrait, another strong contrast with 

the pictures that the propaganda used to mobilize the masses and increase the 

participation in big political campaigns.  

In the pictures by Li Zhensheng 李振盛 (1940), taken during the decade of the 

Cultural Revolution, we can find both of these two uses of the medium: some of 

them are propaganda photographs and some are photographic testimonies of 

his personal life.  

The photographs of the first kind were published in the local Ha’rbin’s Party 

propaganda journal, the “Heilongjiang Daily”. These photographs reflect the 

precepts of the official propaganda, expressed in the way of constructing the 

picture and in the themes represented, such as huge mass demonstrations, 

popular brigades of workers realizing countless projects, performances of the 

model plays, military exercises, sport activities, etc. Nevertheless, Li also 

depicts violence and destruction of these turbulent years. 

substitute sentimental persuasion and rational negotiation, public welfare and collective interest 
become the governing concerns, leaving little or no room for addressing personal 
frustration”(Zhang, 2004, p. 203). 
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However, the second group of photographs, that Li kept hidden for more than 

thirty years, revealed many personal pictures, such as landscapes realized 

during the period of reeducation in one of the many “May 7 Cadre Schools”24, 

where he was able to secretly bring with him two photographic cameras (Pledge, 

2003). In other pictures we find numerous self-portraits taken during these 

years, depicting him either alone, as if he was in front a mirror, or together with 

people dear to him [Fig. 1.28]. In a shot from 12 July 1976, few days before 

Mao’s death and the conclusion of the Cultural Revolution, we can see him with 

his daughter: his eyes, tired of the long and turbulent years, in contrast to the 

lively eyes of his daughter, fearlessly looking into the future. 

1.6 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have briefly analyzed the evolution of photographic 

production in China, from the first experiments in the nineteenth century to the 

pictures of the propaganda in the Mao era. We have seen that just like every 

other artistic field, photography has been conditioned by several historic events 

that changed the country since the fall of the last imperial dynasty. The aim of 

this chapter was to introduce the situation regarding photographic production in 

China before 1976.     

Two principal tendencies can be noticed in this period: the one influenced by 

pictorialism and the one inspired by a documentary approach. The first kind of 

photography focuses on establishing the canon of artistic photography with 

Chinese characteristics and is thus dedicated to achieving a perfect formal 

result with continuous references to painting tradition. The kind of “modernist” 

photography inspired by the experience of the Russian constructivism and the 

Bauhaus experiments can be placed in this group. In both modalities of 

photographic approach we can read an intention to use the camera as if it were 

a brush, trying to reach a pure formal result25. There is thus an absence of 

analysis and a lack of proposals of those characteristics that make the 

24
 In Chinese “Wuqi ganxiao 五七干校”, named after Mao Zedong’s May 7 Directive of 1966, is 

referred to re-educational labor camps for intellectuals and cadres. 
25

 When Marra (1999) describes the pictorialist character of specific modernist currents, he 
defines it as “neo-pictorialist lobby”. 
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photographic medium unique, therefore not succeeding to distance itself from 

the concept of painting.  

The second tendency is based on the kind of photography dedicated to realist 

documentation, often at the service of a concrete political cause. The authors 

that privilege this modality are aware of the power of the photographs to 

influence the people’s minds. Their photographs are attentive to the formal 

aspect and also give importance to the content that has to transmit a lot of 

dramatic force. 

In the first tendency the depicted spatiality are ideal representations referring to 

the imaginary of tradition or modernity, for example natural landscapes or the 

buildings of the modern city, that pertain to the repertoire of this tendency and 

that recall specific ideal values. 

For the second tendency, however, the spaces assumed a symbolic value: it is 

the city streets where the lowest classes of the population survive through 

modest work, or the symbols of the nation, such as the Great Wall, that 

represent the nationalist pride.  

From 1949 on, and mostly during the Cultural Revolution period, we can find the 

dialogue between the public and the private that will be analyzed in this 

research. In the pictures from this period we cannot find a kind of representation 

that presents specific spaces in a direct manner, as is the case in the works that 

we will analyze in the continuation. However, we could affirm that the 

problematic relationship between the public and the private comes to light 

already in the new era of the Chinese socialism. In the previous pages we have 

seen a strong contrast between studio photographs of families trying to 

preserve their own personal memories and those emphatic of the officialdom, 

intended to support a single historical narrative.  

This chapter contributes to the comprehension of this strong duality existing 

between the public and the private in the new People’s Republic of China, and it 

will be of great help in understanding the subsequent developments of 

photography in China.     

In the next chapter we will see how an event that generated a new way of 

making photography in China is deeply linked to the appropriation of public 

space by the private “gaze” of a few amateur photographers.  
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2. REPRESENTATIONS OF PUBLIC AND PRIVATE
SPACES IN THE EIGHTIES

In this chapter we will analyze the photographic development in China during 

the eighties. When the long years of the Cultural Revolution in China ended, a 

new era for the Chinese society began, marked by the opening and reform 

politics promoted by the new supreme leader Deng Xiaoping.   

For the photography in China this is also a time of novelties. Here below we will 

analyze the beginning of an independent photography, which is no longer 

regulated by political control.  

This new path that the photographic production has taken is closely related to 

spatial practices and phenomena. We will see how this decade is thematically 

characterized by a deep dichotomy between the countryside and the city. Cities 

are the symbol of this period, characterized by fast economic development that 

the country is undergoing. It is not a coincidence that cities became the subject 

of a new experimental approach to the photography that we will deal with in the 

next pages. 

2.1 Photographic Gaze in the Eighties 

The first city that Marco Polo describes to Genghis Khan in the fictional dialogue 

recreated by Italo Calvino in his book “Le città invisibili”, is the city of Tamara. 

Describing this city, the author reveals the dichotomy between urban space and 

places of naturalness, to each of which corresponds a world of symbolic 

references. Marco Polo presents the city of Tamara as an endless jungle of 

associations: “L’occhio non vede cose ma figure di cose che significano altre 

cose” (Calvino, 2006, p.13). When leaving the city, symbolic references are 

simplified, “tutto il resto è muto e intercambiabile; alberi e pietre sono soltanto 

ciò che sono” (Calvino, 2006, p.13). The photographic trends of the eighties in 

China seem to somehow reproduce the dichotomy that Calvino presents in the 

description of the city of Tamara. We will in fact see how a group of 

photographers decided to loose themselves in these places of naturalness in 

search of an original purity of the Chinese tradition and culture. After decades of 
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slogans and images imposed by the party propaganda, these photographers felt 

the need to rediscover the inherent simplicity of nature, free from any symbolic 

references. Far from the city, another group of photographers will navigate 

absorbed in the “forest of signs” of the Chinese new metropolis, partly sure that 

they are able to describe and summarize its complexity, partly that they can 

represent the “spectacle” of its modernity. 

The eighties marked a crucial period for the subsequent historical, social and 

economic developments in the history of the People’s Republic of China. In this 

chapter we will see how even in the world of art, and more specifically in the 

development of photography, this period had a fundamental impact. 

Many terms have been used to name this particular period: “the New Era” (Xin 

shidai 新时代), the period of the “Cultural Fever” (Wenhua ren 文化热), the 

“post-Mao Era” (Hou mao shidai 后毛时代) or the “post-Cultural Revolution 

period” (Wenge hou shidai 文革后时代), etc. However, all of these definitions 

combined do not help us to summarize the complexity of this period. 

We could say that the eighties as a separate historical era begin already in the 

previous decade, more precisely in 1976. This was a crucial year for Chinese 

history, because during these twelve months history unexpectedly took on new 

paths. January was marked by the death of Zhou Enlai, the charismatic leader 

who was probably the most loved by the Chinese. In April it was forbidden to 

commemorate his death in Tian’anmen Square, which resulted in a great public 

demonstration, the first ever to take place outside of the party organization 

since the beginning of the People’s Republic. Furthermore, Mao Zedong died in 

September, which enabled the struggle to gain power at the top of the state. 

The following month the famous “Gang of Four”, which basically ruled in the 

shadows of the “Great Helmsman” since the beginning of the “Great Cultural 

Revolution”, is deprived of its power. Like this, a new nomenclature is prepared, 

which will lead the country to one of the most extraordinary periods of change in 

the history of mankind. 

As a consequence, the years after 1976 were for the art world, and therefore 

also for photography, a period of great innovation and change. 
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Art historians normally divide the eighties in China into two periods, a division 

that we will follow in this study and that will help us to simplify this very complex 

reality. 

The division is the following: the first period corresponds to the years between 

1976 and 1985, where production was profoundly influenced by the harsh life 

experiences of the Cultural Revolution and in a certain way continued the 

aesthetic line present until then; a second period corresponds to the years 

between 1985 and 1989, when an “avant-garde” production spreading 

throughout the country and the influence of the examples and new ideas from 

the West contributed to the increase of a “renewed” experimentalism26.  

During the first half of the decade the art production was realized in two trends: 

the so-called “Scar Art” (Shanghen meishu 伤痕美术) and the “Native Soil Art” 

(Xiangtu meishu 乡土美术). These two trends first developed in literature and 

later on influenced the production in other areas of visual arts. In photography, 

the two artistic trends conditioned two different currents of the “new 

documentary photography” (Xin jishi sheying 新记事摄影) (Wu, 2004a, p.33). 

During the second half however, thanks to the immense flow of information from 

the West, art began to move into experimentation territories. The critic, curator 

and historian of Chinese art Gao Minglu calls this new trend “’85 Movement” 

(Bawu meishu yundong 八五美术运动). The year 1985 is in fact marked by the 

appearance of associations of experimental artists and simultaneous 

organization of many exhibitions all over the country. This movement, also 

called “New Wave Movement” (Xinchao yundong 新潮运动 ), had a strong 

impact on contemporary Chinese art production, opening new paths to the 

artistic experimentation. 

The evolution of photography during this decade followed almost the same lines 

of development. The first period corresponds to photography of documentary 

type, in which we can still find elements of the aesthetics of socialist realist 

photography, and the second period is rather based upon experimental 

research, which can be considered as an anticipation of photography that would 

eventually be produced in the following decade. 

26
 “Renewed” because this “new wave” of experimental art is successive to the first avant-garde 

art movement that took place in China between the twenties and thirties, in regard to this, see 
Gao Minglu (2011). 
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We will see how each period corresponds a certain kind of space: the first 

period coincides with an interest in representing inland areas of the country, life 

in the fields and in small villages; places that are in contrast to those in the 

second period, when the artists are more interested in the evolution of the urban 

space, emblematic place of the period of change that the country went through 

in those years, thus beginning a theme that will continue up to the present days. 

In our research we will see how during these years a real appropriation of 

“public space” by photographer’s lens takes place. While the “public” is revealed 

as the ideal setting for new developments of Chinese photography, “private 

space” only on rare occasions set the backdrop to the representation of the 

“Chinese world”. This aspect of photography of the eighties is perhaps the 

consequence of the control over the “public space” that the Power exercised 

since the founding of the PRC and thus a desire for new artists to change this 

dominant vision. The “New Era” is above all a period of greater individual 

freedom, which can only be expressed by taking possession of the “public”, that 

up until then was protected by a sort of insurmountable limit. This could be the 

explanation for the lack of interest in the “private” by the lens of the 

photographers of that time. There is such an overwhelming force that pushes 

the artists of that period to analyse and interpret what is “public”. From exposing 

the trauma caused by the Cultural Revolution to representing life of a farmer in 

a remote village located in the vast Chinese hinterland, through observing an 

anonymous person who runs through the city crowds or showing the body of a 

prostitute for sale in a metropolis, the photographers in China of the “New Era” 

decided to move their gaze to the individual and to its status within the “public 

space”. 

Outside the city of Tamara “s’estende la terra vuota fino all’orizzonte, s’apre il 

cielo dove corrono le nuvole. Nella forma che il caso e il vento danno alle 

nuvole l’uomo è già intento a riconoscere le figure: un veliero, una mano, un 

elefante,…” (Calvino, 2006, p.14). The Chinese art of the eighties is just the 

beginning of a journey, and just like the traveller described by Marco Polo, the 

Chinese artist begins a path of interpreting the world around him. 
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2.2 New Developments in Chinese Photography: 

Appropriation of Public Space 

4 April 1976 is a significant date for the future development of photography in 

China. It is the beginning of a new course, often associated to this concrete 

date, that in 1976 coincided with the day, dedicated to all souls, the Qinming 

festival (Qinming jie 清明节). On that day, a great public demonstration took 

place as a reaction to the prohibition of honouring the memory of the national 

leader Zhou Enlai who past away in January of the same year. The popular 

participation soon transformed into a strong criticism of the “Gang of Four”, 

which resulted in repression by the authorities. 

The reason why this date is considered essential for the future development of 

Chinese photography is very simple. During the demonstrations in Tian’anmen  

Square many young people decided to bring their own camera in order to 

eternalise this exceptional event. Like this, a private gaze came out of the walls 

of people’s homes for the first time since the birth of the People’s Republic in 

order to shoot a public event without any mediation of the Party. Many of these 

novice photographers would in the years to follow become professionals. 

Some years after, at the entrance of the exhibition “Nature, Society and Man”, 

the following words addressed the audience:  

“In April 1976, on the bingchen day of the Qingming Festival, a group of young 

men and women took up their simple cameras and joined the masses in 

Tiananmen Square. A sense of mission motivated them to record the scenes 

they saw; the photographs they took there have become an invaluable 

testimony to a life-and-death struggle that the Chinese people waged against 

the evil Gang of Four” (as cited in Wu, 2004a, p.32).  

This was a real appropriation of public space by the young photographers. Their 

shots document the romantic and revolutionary spirit of the demonstrations: the 

young protesters are portrayed embracing each other as they sing the “the 

Internationale” or listening to one of them delivering a speech in front of the 

crowd [Fig. 2.01 and 2.02]. But the real novelty is that for the first time in the 

history of the PRC a “private eye” takes pictures of a public space without prior 
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permission of the authorities. And of course not just of any place, we find 

ourselves in the middle of Tian’anmen Square, the nerve center of China’s 

political power and the scenery of some of China’s most important historical 

events of the last century27. 

After the demonstrations, some of these young people made an important 

decision to collect a large number of pictures taken during the event. 

Concomitant historical circumstances, a period of great change for the People’s 

Republic, favoured the work of the young photographers. The historical events 

that followed the demonstration, such as the death of Mao Zedong in October of 

the same year, the fall of the “Gang of Four” who had ordered the suppression 

of the demonstrations and the subsequent rise to power of Deng Xiaoping, 

convinced these young photographers to make the photographs public. Under 

the protection of the Party, a collection of photographs of the events of 4 April 

was in fact published in January 1979 in the book “People’s Mourning” (Renmin 

de daonian 人民的 悼念) [Fig. 2.03]. The official press welcomed these young 

photographers as heroes of the people and the nation. 

Following the experience of 4 April, two of these photographers, Li Xiaobin 李晓

斌 (Beijing, 1955) and Wang Zhiping 王志平 (Shandong, 1947), stayed in touch 

and decided to organize meetings in order to talk about photography. On their 

initiative the “April Photo Society” (Siyue jinghui 四月影会) was born in 1979 in 

Beijing. The premise that these young photographers followed was to stay out 

of the dynamics of the official photography and the propaganda of the party in 

order to freely develop their technical and aesthetic research. 

With this purpose in mind, the Society organized the first independent 

photographic exhibition ever held in China that was inaugurated in Zhongshan 

Park on 1 April 197928. 

27
 In the next chapters we will analyze the symbolic value of Tian’anmen Square in the images 

of modern China. 
28

 Wu Hung (2004) points out that many critics of contemporary art omit this event and give 
more importance to another exhibition of experimental art that had a greater impact because of 

its dissident spirit. For example, the first exhibition of the Star Group (Xinxing Huahui 星星画会) 

(p. 16). We have alredy seen in Chapter 1 (p.9) that Zhongshan Park (then Zhongyang Park) 
also witnessed the first amateur photographic exhibition held in China in 1924. 
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The title chosen for the exhibition was “Nature, Society, Man” (Ziran, shehui, ren 

自然 - 社会 - 人) which because of its conciseness and power seems like a 

slogan. It is no coincidence that the exhibition was a sort of a manifesto of the 

new photographic trend. Wang Zhiping, in a kind of declaration of intent, says in 

the introduction to the exhibition: 

“New photos cannot replace the art of photography. Content cannot be equalled 

with form. Photography as an art should have its own language. It is now time to 

explore art with the language of art, just as economic matters should be dealt 

with by using the methods of economics. The beauty of photography lies not 

necessarily in ‘important subject matter’ or in official ideology, but should be 

found in nature’s rhythms, in social reality, and in emotions and ideas” (as cited 

in Wu, 2004a, p.16). 

The new photography, which is promoted throughout the exhibition, wants to 

distance itself from the official photography of the previous decades claiming its 

independence and encouraging the freedom of the artist’s aesthetic research. In 

Wang’s words there are direct references to Mao Zedong’s declaration, 

proclaimed during the conferences on art and literature held in Yan’an in 1942. 

However, the choice of a documentary style by the photographers of the April 

Society does not seem to distance them from continuity with the realist style, 

typical for propaganda photography. In fact, the faithful reproduction of reality is 

still the most important characteristic of the photographic medium for these 

photographers, considering photography as an instrument of denunciation or of 

socio-historical analysis of a particular phenomenon. 

2.3 The Man at the Center of the Photographic 

Objective  

From a theoretical point of view we can see that the central concept of the 

exhibition “Nature, Society, Man” is fundamentally the Man, a direct reference to 

the universal idea of Humanism. This is one of the ideas behind the great 

debate of the “New Era” and it can be said that the ideologically progressive 

29



movements of this period were totally permeated by this concept. Relevant 

intellectuals of this period, including Wang Ruoshui 王若水 (Shanghai, 1926-

2002), Liu Zaifu 刘再复  (Nan’an, Fujian, 1941) 29  and Dai Houying 戴厚英 

(Nanzhao, Anhui, 1939-1996) make constant reference to this concept. “A 

spectre is haunting the Chinese intellectual world, the spectre of Humanism” (R. 

Wang, 1989, p.150), says Wang Ruoshi in January 1983 in a text titled 

“Socialist Humanism”. These opinions cost him ostracism in the following years. 

In the same short essay he even asserts that the people demand: “[…] that 

people should really be seen as peopleand that individuals should be judged by 

what they are in themselves, and not on the basis of class origin, position or 

wealth” (R. Wang, 1989, p.150).  

In August of the same year, Dai Houying writes about his own work in the 

introduction to his book “Humanity”:  

“[…] the theme of all my works is Man. I write of the caked blood, the welling 

tears, the twisted souls and agonized cries. I write of the spark of light that 

shines in the abyss of darkness. I cry out at the top of my voice: «You may 

return, oh soul! Here is your home!» And I record with joy the rebirth of my 

humanity” (H. Dai, 1989, p.160) 

A totally different idea from the one promoted by Mao Zedong in his famous 

discourses celebrated in Yan’an in 1942, in which he often refers to the concept 

of Humanism:  

“Is there such a thing as human nature? Of course there is. But there is only 

human nature in the concrete, no human nature in abstract. In class society 

there is only human nature of a class character; there is no human nature 

above classes. […] The human nature boosted by certain petit-bourgeois 

intellectuals is also divorced from or opposed to the masses; what they call 

human nature is in essence nothing but bourgeois individualism, and so, in their 

eyes, proletarian human nature is contrary to human nature” (Mao, 1972, p.73).  

29
 “Gracias a las intervenciones de intelectuales como Liu Zaifu, que propusieron reemplazar el 

maoísmo por la subjetividad y el posmodernismo, se generó un sentimiento de confianza en el 
humanismo y en la cultura china como las soluciones autóctonas a las crisis que había sufrido 
el país durante las últimas décadas.” (Prado-Fonts, 2008, p. 179). 
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With the start of the “New Era” the objective focuses on Man again, definitively 

denying the Maoist vision. 

This change can be observed in the first major photographic work of Li Xiaobin 

李晓斌 (Beijing, 1955) that was completed in the late seventies. Li spent some 

months at Tian’anmen Square, taking pictures of men and women who were 

victims of injustice, who often suffered during the Cultural Revolution, and who 

mainly came to the capital from the countryside. These people demonstrating in 

the places of power were called Shangfangzhe 上访者, which can be translated 

as “People asking justice to the higher authorities”. For days and weeks 

between 1977 and 1979 they were coming to the political heart of the country 

and waited to be received by the Department of Justice, hoping to get justice for 

the crimes they were victims of. The picture [Fig. 2.04] 30, which has become the 

symbol of this work, depicts a man with an empty look on his face, wandering 

the streets of the capital. His tattered jacket is decorated with three large pins of 

Chairman Mao, a symbol that was widely used during the Cultural Revolution. 

His face shows the impossibility of action of an individual victim of the 

bureaucracy of a totalitarian state and of a homogenizing ideology. As written 

by Li Zehou: “If people are completely immersed in a universal form, they will 

become neutral robots, ... accordingly, there will be the rule of bureaucracy” (as 

cited in Lin & Galikowski, 1999, p.48). The face of the man portrayed by Li 

Xiaobin does not show pain or suffering, but confusion and disillusionment. We 

can see how the representation of the place is totally absent, the background is 

blurred, and the person portrayed is the main protagonist of this picture. This 

setting of the photograph recalls ideas and concepts concerning the individual 

that would from that moment on be discussed during the entire decade. At the 

same time, however, it reminds us of the poetics of portrait, which was common 

in this period as a consequence of bombardment with images of the Maoist 

iconography by the media during the years of the “Great Cultural Revolution”. 

An example of this is the emblematic painting of the post-Mao artistic 

production, “Fuqin 父亲” (Father) [Fig. 2.05] by Luo Zhongli 罗中立 (Chongqing, 

30
 “Li was aware of the controversial understones of the image. On his way back from 

Tiananmen, he made sure that no one followed him on his bycicle, and he did not even develop 
the photo for three months. It was published only in 1986, in the mainstream magazine Dazhong 
dianying (Popular Photography).” (Braester, 2010, p.654). 
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1948), created in 1980, a portrait that depicts a peasant with his face marked by 

fatigue of daily work and his skin burnt by the sun and rugged by the wind. The 

work format follows the standard sizes of the typical portrait of Mao, reproduced 

endlessly in the decades of the Cultural Revolution. The artist’s aim is to shift 

the content of Chinese art away from the great ideals of the Socialist utopia 

represented by the figure of the Great Helmsman and towards the idea of Man 

embodied by an unknown farmer. This is the reason why the author decides to 

keep the standard sizes of portraiture typical of political propaganda. 

This first work of Li Xiaobin can be considered as probably the only example of 

a work linked to the literary and artistic movement of the so-called “Scar Art” 

within the photographic field. The relationship between photographers and the 

literary and artistic movements of the time is very tight. We should not forget 

that the first meetings between these young photographers took place in 

domestic places, attended by writers and poets, as well as artists from the new 

alternative movements that were developed in the same period (Wu, 2004a, 

p.16). It is a period of cultural fervor, and for this reason it is defined as the

“Cultural Fever”, when culture begins to be produced out of certain places of 

power: 

“The ‘Fever’ (Cultural Fever) gave rise to a celebrated mirage of the coming into 

being of a Chinese ‘public culture’, not so much because of its massive output 

of speeches and publications, or its internal diversity (documented by the 

competing schools and tendencies during the Cultural Fever), but because, 

perhaps for the first time in the history of People’s Republic, political-intellectual 

discussion was allowed discursive room outside the state apparatus of 

ideology” (X. Zhang, 1997, p.4). 

The trend of the “Scar Art” in its literary version is developed from the 

publication of a short story written in 1978 by Lu Xinhua 卢新华 (Shandong, 

1954), titled “Shanghen 伤痕” (The scar). It was a trend of a short duration that 

practically disappeared by the beginning of the eighties, but many typical 

elements of this movement can be found in the literature of the whole decade, 

until it recurred in certain aspects of what is defined as the “exile literature” in 

the nineties. Just like in literature, its duration in visual arts was also ephemeral, 
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probably as a consequence of the need to turn away from the tormented period 

of the “Great Cultural Revolution”. It does not seem to have significant influence 

on the photographic production, with an exception of the aforementioned work, 

at least until the end of the decade, when some thematic features reappear in 

the documentary work of Yuan Dongping and Lü Nan31. A key feature of this 

literary and artistic trend is to be related directly to situations and events that 

occurred in the past. The photography produced in China in this period had not 

yet developed the typical concepts of the medium that are closely linked to 

temporality. For this reason some of the photographic works that can in certain 

aspects be connected to the trend of the “Scar Art” were produced only in the 

following decade, when the analysis of the characteristics of the photographic 

medium will have been developed in a more profound manner and with much 

more interesting results32. 

 

2.4 An Idealized Space 

The first photographic trends of the post-Mao era openly negate the 

photography that was produced by the propaganda apparatus up to that time. 

However, this aspect does not mean that the first examples of independent 

photography were not produced with a purely realistic end. These 

photographers conducted an analysis of the inherent characteristics of the 

photographic medium that does not go beyond the concept of a document, 

since photography for them exists only as a direct reference to reality. With the 

exception of thematic variations, their photographs do not differ too much from 

the official “journalistic” photography. Many of them were eventually published 

in the same official magazines that were accused of being too conservative. 

The same phenomenon occurs in the context of the other arts. In this first 

period the style of painting is still subject to the influence of socialist realism, 

because it is the only one still taught in art academies. In literature we can also 

see that the realism is still writers’ favorite literary model. Despite it being used 
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 We will discuss these works in the next chapter.  
32

 For example, see the work of recovery of photographs of the Cultural Revolution by the artist 

Hai Bo 海波 (Changchun, 1962). 
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to criticize the attitude of the party or the violence of the Cultural Revolution, the 

realistic approach is still regarded as valid. 

Literature and the art trend “of scars” is one concrete example, just as is the 

other important trend of the time, the “Native Soil Art”, that was mentioned 

before. 

This trend had a greater impact on the world of culture than that “of scars”, thus 

giving a strong creative impulse to literature, film and consequently the world of 

photography. 

Liu Zaifu sees the rise of the movement of “Native Soil Art” as a consequence 

or evolution of the trend of “Scars”: “[…], writers were no longer content to 

search for the superficial causes of the tragedy but sought rather its deeper 

causes, and as they did so their gaze ranged ever further back into the mists of 

cultural history” (Liu, 1989, p.163). 

In literature, the bases of this movement were established with an essay 

“Wenxua de gen 文学的根” (The Roots of Literature) by Han Shaogong 韩少功 

(Changsha, 1953) written in 1985, in which Han declares the need to undertake 

a thorough research of country’s traditions in order to build a new national 

literature. 

Writer Jia Pingwa 贾平凹 (Shangluo, 1952), exponent of the same literary 

trend, claims that the origin of the movement lies in the search of a local “way” 

by the Chinese literature: 

“Si può dire che l’attuale letteratura cinese è una letteratura in cui si mescolano 

elementi cinesi ed occidentali. In queste condizioni come si può allora seguire 

per proprio conto la strada che più conviene? A parer mio, ciò è possibile 

analizzando e studiando la geografia, la storia, gli usi ed i costumi di questi 

luoghi partendo dall’etnologia e dal folclore” (Jia, 1993, p.150). 

And it is exactly these “places” that the new generation of photographers 

decided to develop their photographic research from. Preferring the Chinese 

hinterland, the countryside and its villages, they move up to the mythical regions 

of the origins of the Han culture. This search for purity that can only be found in 

the deserted plateau and vast plains. An absolute contrast to the city, to its 
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jungle of buildings and its huge population, where the identity of the Chinese 

people is diluted and eventually lost. 

In cultural production of the first half of the eighties we find a need to search for 

the original purity. The city is completely omitted, but its absence, however, 

seems to accentuate its imminent presence. For example, frames of Chen 

Kaige’s 陈凯歌 (Beijing, 1952) movie “Huang tudi, 黄土地” (Yellow Earth), 

where the filming of large desert areas of Shaanxi where the story takes place, 

seems to recall Calvino’s description of naturalness: “tutto il resto è muto e 

intercambiabile; alberi e pietre sono soltanto ciò che sono” (Calvino, 2006, 

p.13). The protagonists of the story are slender figures compared to the

immensity of the landscape and of the History. “Yellow Earth” is probably the 

iconic film of the so-called “Fifth generation” 33  of Chinese directors. Its 

landscapes strongly contrast the ones described by the next generation of 

directors, who prefer the city and its continuous transformation to the 

immutability of the hinterland34. The documentary photography produced in this 

period is devoted to a sort of utopian search for the national identity, as can be 

understood from the words of the photographers themselves: “We believe that 

genuine beauty, greatness, and eternity can only exist in depth of 

ordinariness… We try to portray you (China) with our response to your real 

appearance, not to give you a smiling face found on every fashion magazine’s 

cover”35. They start from ethnology and folklore in order to be able to create a 

true portrait of “China” and its people. Photographers like Wang Miao 王苗 

(Beijing, 1951) [Fig. 2.06], Wang Zhiping [Fig. 2.07], Wu Jialin 吴家林 (Yunnan, 

1942) [Fig. 2.08], Zhu Xianmin 朱宪民 (Shandong, 1943) [Fig. 2.09], Yu Deshui 

于德水 (Zhoukou, 1953) [Fig. 2.10] decide to take a journey and photograph 

every angle and every aspect of life in the country. Their approach is typical of 

33
 “According to George Semsel, the five generations correspond to historical periods: silent 

films; first sound films during the 1920s and 1930s; films from 1949 through th Cultural 
Revolution; films after the Cultural Revolution; and the fifth generation, films made by 
graduatess of the Beijing Film Academy in the 1980s and 1990s.” (Chao, 2005, p.284). 
34

 Dai Jinhua creates a chronology of the representation of the city in the Chinese film 
production of the last decades, dividing it into three periods: between 1978 and 1980 “the city as 
a counterpart to rural china”, between the middle and the end of the eighties “the city as an 
independent center-stage”, the nineties as “the age of diversity” (as cited in L. C. Lai, 2007, 
p.212).
35

 These are the words that Wang Zhiping and Wang Miao use to introduce a project that 
brought them to travel to all around the country (as cited in Wu, 2004, p.19). 

35



documentary photography. Their objectives pass from specific moments of 

everyday life in the countryside, through particular aspects of folk traditions, to 

the peasant activities and festivities. This “search for roots” leads them to 

photograph places where the tradition seems to have been crystallized in the 

faces, in behavior, in clothing and in the language of the peasants. Regarding 

these photographers, Wu Hung (2004a) writes: “At this point, however, what 

were imagined to be records of real people began to take on overarching 

symbolic significance, and the photographers, driven by idealism, adapted a 

rhetoric that verged on nationalist propaganda” (p.19). 

These photographers with their lenses rarely invade the private spaces of this 

humanity rooted in History. They move through the narrow alleys of villages, 

streets where the market is held, cultivated lands swarmed with hands at work, 

places of seasonal festivities, etc., until they create a sort of a last portrait of 

reality that is today continuously disappearing. In their quest, these 

photographers find what they were looking for: a world that resists the passing 

of time and survives despite the course of History.  

2.5  Photographic Gaze in the City 

Documentary photography of the eighties continues favoring the reproduction of 

ideal spaces, such as the countryside with its life and its protagonists. On the 

other hand, a new generation of photographers who prefer an “experimental” 

approach seems to show more interest in urban space. 

In many aspects these photographers are under the influence of the “’85 

Movement” (Bawu Meishu Yundong 八五美术运动) 36, a heterogeneous artistic 

movement that culminated in 1985, hence the name, and characterized the final 

part of the decade. In the continuation we will in detail examine three 

photographers, each of which is closely related to a certain Chinese metropolis. 

The special circumstances of not being directly connected to each other, of 

36
 In regard to the denomination of the movement, Gao Minglu writes: “This phenomenon would 

soon be known as the ’85 Movement, a name I first used in early 1986 during a lecture 
summarizing and introducing the movement to the nationwide art community.” (M. Gao, 2011, 
p.101).
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developing their own research in different parts of the country, facing similar 

problems and even having some stylistic similarities, coincided with a particular 

aspect of the “’85 Movement”. This artistic phenomenon develops all around the 

country and includes artists, organized in groups or not, who independently 

create the second largest production of avant-garde art in Chinese history37. 

This artistic movement arises in a moment of decrease of state control, after the 

“anti-spiritual pollution campaign” promoted by the Party in 1983. The power of 

this artistic movement lies in the urgent need to attain new places of expression 

and to find exhibition spaces. This is a reason why the appropriation of public 

space is a crucial aspect of this movement. As Gao Minglu (2011) states: “One 

of the features of the ’85 Movement was the shunning of traditional studio work 

by the artists, who were focused instead on social projects taking place in the 

public sphere, such as villages, factories, streets, and plazas”(p.138). Dialogue, 

reflection and meetings are on the agenda in every artistic environment, ranging 

from fine arts to literature, film and music. Among these various disciplines we 

are able to find a wide range of mutual influences, relating to themes and even 

issues of style. One of the contributions of this avant-garde movement is the 

renewed encounter with the Western artistic production. Like at the beginning of 

the twentieth century, the “fresh” air of ideas coming from the West revives 

Chinese artistic researches. The translation of Western non-fiction and the 

arrival of Western art publications of the last decades profoundly influenced 

Chinese art. For example, in 1985, the National Art Museum of China held an 

exhibition of the American artist Robert Rauschenberg38, who had have a great 

impact on young Chinese artists of the time39. 

In this context the city resumes its importance. Just like Shanghai of the 

twenties and thirties of the twentieth century, the contemporary city again 

becomes an ideal place for exchange and creation of new ideas. In this interest 
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 The size of the movement is impressive, Gao Minglu counts 69 self-organized groups of 
avant-garde art, more than two thousand emerging artists and a total of 149 exhibitions 
organized in approximately two years (M. Gao, 2011, p.102). 
38

 We could speculate about the influence of Rauschenberg’s work on new conceptual 
developments of Chinese photography in this period. Marra (1999) defines this American author 
as “di cerniera” between two approaches to the photographic medium: the pictorial and 
conceptual (p.160). 
39

 Gu (2009a) states that two relevant photographic exhibitions were held in this period, that of 
Henri Cartier-Bresson and that of Lewis Wickes Hine, not specifying the exact date and location 
(p.10). 
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in urban space, Gao Minglu sees more than one coincidence with Paris of the 

twentieth century40. The dynamism of the streets of the French capital seems to 

be reproduced in the Chinese metropolis photographed by the artists of this 

period. Artists who “wander” the streets of contemporary Chinese cities as the 

figure of flâneur, “wander” the Paris of the past century. In the past century the 

act of “wandering” the streets of the contemporary city became to be an artistic 

act with revolutionary or transgressive connotation, an “act” repeatedly carried 

out by the artists of the avant-garde of the past century. “Getting lost” in the 

contemporary city is the result of the need to oppose to “un modello di una città 

divenuta indifferente” (Schmidt di Friedberg, 2008) to its inhabitants. Its streets 

have been invaded by the market, and the artist moves inside it, looking for his 

own personal geography. The three photographers, which will be discussed in 

the continuation, are wandering this new city that can be defined as a 

“labyrinthine” and has become a repository of experiences: getting lost and 

finding themselves, revealing and remaining silent, remembering and forgetting, 

continuing their daily journey to places known and unknown. The echo of 

European artistic movements like the Dadaist and International Situationist, 

which made the aimless “wandering” around the city one of its cornerstones, 

seems to resonate in the work of these artists. If the city has always coincided 

with the mythical figure of the “labyrinth”, the contemporary city or the new city 

does not develop anymore according to an “arboreal labyrinth”, which is based 

on “un’organizzazione gerarchica e lineare dei flussi e delle informazioni”, but 

according to the type of “ryzhomic labyrinth”, which is organized without a 

center and without an established order (Schmidt di Friedberg, 2008). The shots 

of these three photographers, which are determined by chance rather than by 

choice, reproduce this lack of organization in the distribution of spaces of the 

modern metropolis, a lack both geographical and temporal, which creates a 

state of uncertainty and disconnection within the individual who inhabits it. 

 

The three photographers we mentioned and whose work we will look into are 

Gu Zheng, Mo Yi and Zhang Hai’er. Each of them depicts a different city: 

Shanghai, Tianjin and Guangzhou, creating a kind of symbiosis with the space 

                                                 
40

 Taking the concept of “spectacle” developed by Guy Debord, Gao Minglu (2006) argues that 
“they resemble ‘spactacles’ of the city of Paris reproduced by the impressionists in the 19

th
 

century” [translated by the author] (p. 210). 
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which they move in. These photographers bring a breath of fresh air to Chinese 

photographic production of this period. Gu Zheng writes about it: “Street 

photography in China came alive during the middle and late 1980s as a direct 

challenge to staged propaganda photography. […] These nondocumentary 

techniques enriched the language of Chinese photography, which had been 

dormant for years” (Gu, 2009b, p.42). Their work opens the door to those young 

photographers who in the following decade launched themselves into technical 

and formal experimentation, as well as a thematic one. The work of these three 

photographers continues with the trend, common to the photography produced 

during the entire decade, which favored the photographic reproduction of the 

public space. The interest in “private” spaces seems to be completely absent in 

their work as well as in the rest of photography of this period. Whether it is the 

countryside or the city, the photographers are dedicated to representing the 

“public”, although with different intentions. The art produced during the eighties 

is still permeated by a way of interpreting the world where the “political” is lived 

as a matter exclusively related to the “public”. In this period, strongly political art 

is created and for this reason remains deeply connected to the “public”. For Gu, 

Zhang and Mo the Chinese city takes the form of an open space, while moving 

through it as if it were a “private space”. Just like in Paris described by 

Benjamin, where the boundaries between “public” and “private” are becoming 

increasingly blurred: “Poiché come la flânerie può mutare l’intera Parigi in 

un intérieur, in un’abitazione le cui stanze son divise da soglie come le camere 

vere e proprie, sono i quartieri, così, d’altro canto, la città può schiudersi al 

passante da ogni parte come un paese senza soglie” (Benjamin, 2000, p.472). 

The act of wandering thus dilutes the division between public and private 

spaces, so obsessively created by the society and the Power in order to 

organize the “modern city” and the life of its inhabitants. Sociologist Madanipour 

(2003) considers this division to be a fundamental element of the city: “Ever 

since the rise of the city, with its division of labour and complex stratified social 

and spatial structures, public-private distinction has been a key organizing 

principle, shaping the physical space of the cities and the social life of their 

citizens” (p.2). In this attempt to erase the boundaries between public and 

private space in the notion of contemporary city, the artist focuses on 

questioning the individual and the artist’s own identity: “the cameras in their 
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hands were symbols of their own changing identities” (Gu, 2009b, p.42). This 

questioning of artist’s identity, his “I” or that of the anonymous individual, seems 

to be one of the points of contact between the three photographers: Mo Yi 

prefers to completely delete the intervention of his own “I” from the control over 

the photographic act itself, in order to represent the loneliness of the people in 

the contemporary city; in the shots of Zhang Hai’er we can on the one hand 

read the “inability” of a fragmented “I” inside of a cruel society, and on the other 

its commodification in the new urban society; finally, Gu Zheng tries to create a 

portrait of an “I” lost in the magmatic flow of the urban crowd, emphasizing his 

loneliness and uncertainty.  

The technique used by these photographers is a direct result of their research. 

As affirmed by Wu Hung (2004a), the photographic works that documented the 

city in the eighties “[…] immediately exposed the limitations of the conventional 

documentary style, which was supposed to be naturalistic and objective, and at 

odds with the transient nature of the contemporary city and photographers’ self-

involvement in urban lives” (p.21). And Gu Zheng (2009b) states: “Artists began 

to search for different ways of photographic expressions, such as the use of 

flashing light by Zhang Hai’er in Guangzhou, the super fish-eye photography I 

used in Shanghai, and the non-compositional photography of Mo Yi in Tianjing” 

(p.42). 

An important source of inspiration for these photographers are American 

photographers Robert Frank and William Klein, who photographed the streets of 

their country’s metropolises in the fifties, at the height of their development. The 

first of the two introduces a “reportagismo vagabondante” (Marra, 1999, p.141) 

and thus breaks with the tradition of the “decisive moment”, made famous by 

Cartier-Bresson, to dedicate himself to a fresher approach. The pursuit of the 

“event” in itself is no longer present, every moment of life regardless of its 

importance becomes relevant. With his pictures, Frank “opens” to every 

possible meaning. An “opening” that reminds us about Cortázar’s (1970) view 

on photography:  

“[…] el fotógrafo o el cuentista se ven precisados a escoger y limitar una 

imagen o un acaecimiento que sean significativos, que no solamente valgan 

por sí mismos, sino que sean capaces de actuar en el espectador o en el lector 
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como una especie de apertura, de fermento que proyecta la inteligencia y la 

sensibilidad hacia algo que va mucho más allá de la anécdota visual o literaria 

contenidas en la foto o en el cuento”.  

Klein, even though continuing along the same premise as his colleague, gives 

more attention to the formal aspect. His pictures, despite being rough and 

unclean and thus “photographically” imperfect, are the result of an aesthetic 

research closest to painting (Marra, 1999, p.142). For the three Chinese 

photographers technical research follows the same direction, abandoning a 

“perfect” formal result, typical for photography intended to document reality as it 

is, and experimenting with the medium in order to be able to express different 

states of reality. 

Let us at this point take a look at selected photos by Zhang Hai’er. One of the 

recurring themes this photographer deals with in this period are portraits of 

prostitutes [Fig. 2.11 and 2.12]. Zhang takes photographs of prostitutes’ bodies 

inside of their own private rooms, with a client or alone, always looking directly 

into the lens of the camera. The “private” spaces in which prostitutes are 

depicted generate a state of ambiguity, since they make one wonder if the 

space in question is really a “private” one, or it is a space that is constantly 

“open” to the city. The division between the public and the private is in Zhang’s 

shots diluted until it actually disappears. The body of a prostitute can be related 

to a “public” body, and with its depiction Zhang once more creates a feeling of 

ambiguity between the private and the public. The body is generally considered 

as the ultimate representation of the individual: “The core of the private sphere 

is the sphere that is closely associated with the human body” (Madanipour , 

2003, p.6). But what happens when the body in question is a body for sale and 

available for public exposure? As Benjamin (2013) says in his essay on 

Baudelaire: “Nella forma che la prostituzione ha assunto nelle grandi città, la 

donna appare non solo come merce, ma in senso stretto come articolo di 

massa”  (p.142). The prostitute, coming back to the previous reference, is 

another symbol of Paris of the “fin de siècle”. The prostitute is a product of 

market and at the same time a product in itself, “venditrice e merce” (p.156) 

according to Benjamin (2013). However, for European intellectuals of the time, 

the prostitute represents the antithesis of the rational world, the figure of the 
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night and the sister of the poet41. The night and the sunset are Zhang’s favourite 

moments when representing the city. We can imagine him coming to these 

places, just a few hours before being inhabited by a shapeless multitude, and 

now empty and desolate. He is “wandering” the streets of the city alone and 

then enters the dark smoky rooms of the prostitutes. The city in question is 

Guangzhou, the center of gravity of great economic development. A 

development that brings with it a large number of residues, one of them being 

prostitution, the most common work among girls that, after coming from the 

countryside in search of fortune, do not find other employment. They become 

one of the main actors of the night show staged by the city. That is why they 

often appear in the shots by Zhang Hai’er and are described in the portrait of 

the city that we find in the novel by Mian Mian 棉棉 (Shanghai, 1970) “Les 

Bonbons chinois” (Tang 糖) from 2000:  

“I had just left Shaghai for that little southern city, it was 1989. [...] I rented a 

dilapidated little apartment. My landlord was like all the guys around there, all 

the time giving me the eye, a rough leer. One day he evene asked me if I was a 

whore. All the girls who came from the interior were whores. I said no, not me, I 

come from Shanghai. [...] It was full of people who had made it in the city, and 

others who were there to try their luck, everyone was there for the money, it 

was a weird place, with his heavy and humid climate, its streets full of down-

and-outs and whores, threre were whores everywhere, all dressed in black.” (as 

cited in Imbot-Bichet, 2008). 

As affirmed by Wu Hung (2004a) “looking at these images is to look into the 

prostitute’s eyes, and there we find the photographer’s silent existence” (p.21). 

The “silent existence” that makes him a careful observer and partly a 

protagonist of his shots. This is not an intrusive gaze into a difficult situation, 

because the photographer in this case seems to share the fate of these people 

on the margins of the society. The artist, who decided not to connect to 

officialdom, is excluded from privileged circles and ends up living in the seediest 

part of the city, where he is attracted by a “different” vision of the Individual. In 
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 “La sua sola comunità sessuale è quella con una prostituta” as Benjamin (2013) writes 
referring to Beaudelaire (p.155). 
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the second of Zhang’s shots taken into analysis [Fig. 2.13], the figure of a man 

(the artist) who seems to be screaming in the direction of the camera appears in 

the corner of the shot. His face is not clear, the shutter time makes his figure 

evanescent. An elusive person who seems to reflect the condition of the 

Individual that the experimental writer Xu Xing 徐星 (Beijing, 1956) portrays in 

his stories:  

“The deconstruction of the old self in Xu Xing’s stories does not mean the total 

destruction of the self, but the recreation of the authentic self, based on a 

rejection of the Cartesian subject, consisting of the rational totality of coherent 

life experience. The fragmentation of this unitary structure of life experience is a 

deliberate device used by Xu Xing to achieve a literary expression of the 

authentic subject characterized by immanence, intensity, disorder and 

multiplicity” (Lin & Galikowski,1999, p.108). 

The problem of the “self” gets to be dealt with in texts of supposedly scientific 

relevance. An example of this is an essay by a sociologist of Chinese origin, 

published in the eighties outside of the territory of mainland China, where it later 

on arrived illegally and became a bestseller. The goal of this study is the 

analysis of the Chinese social Man. We consider some parts of this essay 

because of its widespread circulation within the period we are studying and to 

understand how this analysis of the individual’s condition was conducted at all 

levels of culture. His study wants to demonstrate the impossibility of the 

formation of the individual in the Chinese society: “The Chinese ‘individual’ per 

se does not possess the capability to ‘unfold’ his own potentialities fully, to give 

himself a willed shape” (Sun, 1989, p.31). This incapability leads to extreme 

situations: “When a Chinese is not under the control of the Heart-and-Mind of 

others he will become the most selfish of men and bring chaos both to himself 

and to those around him” (Sun, 1989, p.32). The situation of the new immigrant 

population of the city of Guangzhou that came from all corners of the country is 

a perfect example of the individual’s detachment from the shelter of the family 

and of the original social nucleus. In this new Chinese metropolis, the fabric of 

social relationships that accommodates the individual from birth starts to 

deteriorate, and the individual finds himself in a state of “chaos”. Representing 
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an impalpable and elusive individual, Zhang reproduces this condition of 

“dislocation” 42  that often recurs in contemporary Chinese art. An individual 

literally dismembered, an action that appears in all its physicality in a short story 

by one of the most representative authors of the time, Yu Hua 余华 (Hangzhou, 

1960). At the end of the 1986 short-story, titled “Shishi ru yuan 世事如烟” (A 

Kind of Reality), one of the protagonists’ body is entirely dissected by various 

surgical specialists, until only skeleton remains. Every piece of his body will 

contribute to the society in one way or another. We no longer talk about a 

“cannibal” society, such as shouted by Lu Xun’s “crazy man” 43, but a society 

that “dissects” the Individual. In order to represent this unstable condition of the 

Individual, Zhang seems to refer to the visual power of William Klein. In his use 

of photography, there is the photographer’s will to create elusive pictures using 

extreme blurring, choosing high grain films, utilizing the expressive power of the 

flash, or even opting for long exposures generating evanescent representations 

of the human figure. He wants to distance his photography from technical 

perfection, very often sought after by professional photographers. He also 

wishes to distance himself from the tradition of documentary photography that 

has dominated Chinese photographic circles since the twenties of the twentieth 

century. For this reason Zhang opens a new way of understanding photography 

that will in the next decade inspire more freedom in the use of the medium. 

The question of the representation of the Individual is common, as mentioned 

before, to all three photographers. Now let us take a closer look at the gaze of 

Gu Zheng. Gu resumes this obsession for the individual lost in the maze of the 

“labyrinth” city, focusing on the man who moves through the “crowd”. “Il flâneur 

è ancora alle soglie, sia della grande città che della borghesia. L’una e l’altra 

non lo hanno ancora travolto. Egli non si sente a suo agio in nessuna delle due; 

e cerca un asilo nella folla” writes Benjamin (2013, p.155). The swarming 

“crowd” that moves through the streets of the Chinese metropolis is Gu Zheng’s 

favourite landscape. But the real protagonist of his shots is the “anonymous” 

individual who moves within the crowd. The “crowd” that is described in the 

42
 The term is used by Gao Minglu (2006, p.211) “cuowei 错位”. 

43
 Lu Xun 鲁迅 (Shaoxing,1881-1936) is the father of modern Chinese literature who with the 

story “Kuangren riji 狂人日记” (Diary of a Madman) advances a fierce critique of the ancient 

Chinese culture. 
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words of the poet Baudelaire: “La foule est son domaine, comme l’air est celui 

de l’oiseau, comme l’eau celui du poisson. Sa passion et sa profession, c’est 

d’épouser la foule. Pour le parfait flâneur, pour l’observateur passionné, c’est 

une immense jouissance que d’élire domicile dans le nombre, dans l’ondoyant 

dans le mouvement, dans le fugitif et l’infini” (Baudelaire, 1868, p. 64). These 

words were written by the French poet to praise the work of Constantin Guys, 

which he considered as “the” real “modern artist”. Modernity that Baudelaire 

found in Guy’s sketches of the Parisian metropolis. “Shanghai sketch”, or 

“Shanghai suxie 上海速写”, is the title that Gu Zheng gave to the series that we 

will analyze. It consists of quick shots, as suggested by the definition of sketch, 

taken with wide-angle lens between 1986 and 1989 in the streets of Shanghai 

of the “New Era”. Just like Zhang, Gu technically does not favor a stylistically 

perfect photography, the construction of the picture seems accidental, and the 

subjects are often blurred because of their movement and the quick snap of the 

photographer. Gu wants to present the speed of the city, the intangibility of its 

inhabitants and the majesty of the buildings that, because of the use of a wide-

angle lens, take on an even bigger size in comparison to people moving at their 

feet. The photographed subject finds himself perfectly positioned in the center 

of the picture; sometimes he is staring straight at something concrete, 

sometimes he seems to search for something in the surroundings, sometimes 

he is absorbed in his thoughts. The man of the crowd does not seem to have a 

real connection with the public space which he finds himself in. In fact, the city 

that surrounds him could be any city in the world, only the title of the photograph 

helps us to know the location. Noticing some graphic symbols we can guess 

that the city is Chinese, but the city as the protagonist of the picture only reveals 

its anonymity. An anonymity that represents the will of the photographer not to 

seek a concrete identity, the identity of a Chinese man in a Chinese metropolis. 

The photographer takes a broader view on the condition of the individual that 

moves through the public space in a state of abstraction and pure isolation. 

There is no, or at least there seems not to be, a connection between the subject 

and the place, and the constant feeling of “estrangement” that the man feels in 

the “labyrinth” city. The man of the crowd, thanks to his anonymity, in the past 

inspired Edgar Allan Poe to recreate this feeling of “estrangement” which soon 

turns into a mysterious situation in one of his short stories. Let us now think 
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about possible sensations that Gu’s photographs suggest: in one picture [Fig. 

2.14] the incredible similarity of the two subjects in the foreground suggests the 

splitting of an individual’s identity; in another [Fig. 2.15] a man at the market is 

holding what seems to be a toy gun44, we do not know if he is the seller or the 

buyer, but his blurry figure makes us ask many questions about the situation we 

are observing; in the third picture [Fig. 2.16] we see that the subject of the 

photograph is an old man wrapped in his black coat, making him look like a 

ghostly apparition; the last shot [Fig. 2.17] that we take into analysis shows a 

man lost in the streets of Shanghai, while people in the crowd around him follow 

their own way, completely ignoring his presence. These “suspended” situations 

have been a common thread of Gu Zheng’s work until today. What lies behind 

these images is not the need to show a particular situation; these pictures are 

rather “fragments” or “reflections” of the new Chinese cities. 

Mo Yi is the only one of the three photographers dealt with in this chapter that is 

not native of the city that is represented in his pictures. With his gaze he is 

trying to “discover” the spaces of the city of Tianjin. In one of his early works Mo 

Yi begins a kind of an utopian research for pure photographing without the 

mediation of the photographer. This first work is a search for a picture of people 

and streets that compose the city. Mo Yi titled his project, started in 1988, 

“Jiedao de biaoqing 街道的表情” (Expressions of the Street) [Fig. 2.20]. The 

author explains the origin of this project:  

“In an exhibition in 1987 I showed a series of photographs called City Dwellers. 

Afterward many viewers wrote to me blaming me for photographing people only 

at ‘detached, lonely, and suspicious’ moments. These comments made me 

wonder whether I had psychological problems – whether the world was actually 

fine and everyone was happy, but my ‘sick eyes’ selected only those ‘false and 

distressed’ scenes. I was scared by such thoughts and decided to undertake an 

experiment, separating the camera lens from my gaze and employing the 

camera behind my neck or to hang it behind my waist. Using an extension cord 

I took a picture every five steps when walking on the street. I wanted to see 

44
 A possible reference to the famous photograph by William Klein showing a boy pointing a gun 

at the photographer. 
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what people and their city look like when they were not selected by my eyes” 

(as cited in Wu, 2005b, p.63). 

Mo Yi’s idea seems to in some way repeat the one of the work “View of Paris” 

from 1970 by the American conceptual artist Douglas Huebler (1924-1997). 

Huebler wanders the French capital with his camera and shoots without ever 

deciding the exact moment or the specific place of taking the photo, thus 

representing the experience of space and time while “drifting” through the city. 

Mo Yi wants to go beyond that and decides to free himself from photographer’s 

power of decision. He transforms his camera into an exterior prosthesis of his 

body. Just like it is explained in Marshall McLuhan theories, the camera is an 

extension of human sight. Rejecting rules of composition and the selection of 

the exact moment of the shooting, these pictures are definitely anti-artistics. The 

critic Wang Rui, quoted by Wu Hung (2005b, p.65), affirms that Mo Yi’s aim was 

exactly the “auto-suppression” of the photographer and his intervention, thus 

cancelling a “subjective” view. Mo Yi left rules behind him and chose 

randomness. The factor of time, always directly connected to photography, is in 

this case the judge of the objectivity of the artist’s work. Mo Yi decided to make 

a shot every five steps and the result is unexpected: without the intervention of 

the artist, reality appears in its purity. 

When analysing his work, Mo Yi highlights that it is possible to perceive a 

presence of a wall that separates individuals from the rest of the people in the 

crowd (as cited in Wu, 2005b, p.65). The boundaries between public and private 

space materialize through the crowd of city by invisible walls. Because the 

audience of his exhibition criticized him for having an “insane look”, he decided 

to use his gaze to show an “insane society”. Lin and Galikowski (1999) write in 

their analysis of Bei Dao’s short story “13th Happiness Street”:  

“There seems to be a lack of deep trust or genuine human understanding and 

concern between the various individuals depicted in the story, with the result 

that no one is able to establish natural human communication or a proper social 

relationship with any other individual. This apparently unbridgeable gap 

between the self and others is well summarized by Fang Cheng (NA: 

protagonist of the story) when he bluntly states that ‘No-one knows anyone; no-

one understands anyone’” (p.94). 
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Phenomena such as alienation, solitude and dislocation are first “residues” of 

the fast development of the city that the whole Chinese socitety went through in 

this decade. As states a character of Xu Xing’s short story “Wu zhuti bianzou 无

主题变奏” (Variations Without a Theme): “I casually strolled out into the street. 

It was extremely busy, a boundless universe crowded with cars and people. But 

I felt terribly lonely” (as cited in Lin & Galikowski, 1999, p.106). Or in the words 

of a different short story by Wen Yuhong, titled “Fenkuang de chengshi 疯狂的

城市” (Mad City): “This was the strangest city I had ever seen in the entire 

course of any life. […] I have never before seen such a place, one with such a 

multitudinous population, yet all enveloped in such a suffocatingly negative pall” 

(Wen, 1993, p. 45).  

In one of Mo Yi’s previous works, started in 1983, “Fengjing 风景” (Scenery) 

[Fig. 2.18], still related to the city of Tianjin, we can observe that Mo Yi is 

looking for the instant that is impossible to catch. In this work he organizes the 

picture with particular attention to the formal aspect and chooses a concrete 

situation and place, as if he would want to recreate a “scene”. In this work, 

when Mo Yi tries to create a false moment of reality, we can already perceive 

his interest in examining possibilities of the medium, an interest that is evident 

in his the next work, realized in 1987 and titled “Wo de xuhuan de chengshi 我

的虚幻的城市” (My Illusory City) [Fig. 2.19], where his experimentation of the 

photographic medium begins. In these pictures he used long exposure for 

depicting the city streets, creating an estranging effect. What could be 

interpreted as the author’s deviation to “pictorial” is instead the first example of 

his interest in examining certain themes related to photography. Eventhough the 

formal aspect of the work could imply a “pictoralist” approach to the use of the 

photographic instrument, this work actually contains a conceptual reflection on 

the temporal factor. The large exposition in the film shows a pictorial form, but 

suggest a temporal vision of the city. In the shot that we selected we can see 

that Mo Yi uses a shop window to reflect the entire image. This aspect of this 

picture brings us to think about the concept of mirroring and the object of the 

mirror, which has always been related to photography. We can see that Mo Yi’s 

artistic process evolved from documentary photography to a more experimental 
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use of the medium, as is expressed in the first work we analysed, where he tries 

to completely eliminate his presence as a photographer. This instinctive act of 

Mo Yi is probably one of the deepest reflections on the photographic medium 

ever made in China up to that time. Thinking about the inherent characteristics 

of photography, such as concepts of truthfulness or time, and above all 

consideration of the camera as a “machine” that can reproduce images without 

the intervention of the artist, are the aspects that make Mo Yi’s photographic 

work remarkably relevant. It is in this point that his work distances itself from the 

other two authors’ work, because it is directed to a “conceptual” use of 

photography. This attitude was an anticipation of the work of those 

photographers or artists that in the following decade approached photography in 

new ways. The “idea” in Chinese photography began to predominate with the 

reflections and experiments of this generation of photographers that worked at 

the end of the decade.        

 

2.6 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have seen how the beginning of a new era in photography in 

China is directly related to a spatial phenomenon: the appropriation of the 

sacred territory of Tian’anmen Square by the photographic gaze of a small 

number of amateur photographers. This event enabled a development of an 

alternative photographic production in the PRC in the following years.  

 

This new photography, not indifferent to the Chinese cultural trends, initially 

paid attention to the countryside, to the places that seem to survive the History 

and its vicissitudes.  

But with the ideas and influences coming from abroad, photography, as well as 

art, resumed the experimental purpose that had been left aside before the 

Japanese occupation. 

 

This second stage, as we have seen, is perfectly summarized by the work of the 

three photographers analyzed in this chapter. They are in fact approaching the 

photographic instrument with an experimental interest and with the intention to 
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move away from the realism that still predominated in Chinese photographic 

production. Furthermore, their gaze is directed to the urban spaces that in those 

years underwent profound changes. In this sense, these authors anticipate the 

experimental approach and the particular interest for the representation of the 

urban that will characterize the following decade.   

We can conclude that in both approaches to the photography that we analyzed 

in this chapter, a certain omission of private spaces can be noted. Instead, the 

authors were privileging a representation of public spaces, both from the 

countryside and the city. What stands out is a strong will “to appropriate” the 

public, after long years in which the Power has been the owner of these places. 

The eighties are moreover a decade of strong idealism and hope. But these 

ideals will crash on the same stone ground where everything began almost ten 

years before.  
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3. YUAN DONGPING AND THE SPACES OF

PSYCHIATRIC ASYLUM 

“Fang Cheng was sent to the lunatic asylum. 

When  he looked at the people running in circle around the 

desolate grounds and the outside wall covered with weeds, he finally 

understood: so now he too was inside the wall.” 

(Bei, 1989, p.16) 

“他们的今天也许就是我们的明天” 
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(Zhou & Yuan, 2010) 

Before proceeding with the nineties, we will in this chapter focus on a single 

photographic work. It is something unique in the Chinese photographic 

production: a work entirely dedicated to psychiatric asylums. This work was 

realized by photographer Yuan Dongping, who normally used to work with 

official magazines. It is a documentary work that wants to represent a complex 

space and that allows us to introduce some reflexion on the connection 

between the Power and space control in the PRC.  

It is during the celebrations of the 1989 Spring Festival that Yuan Dongping 

enters a psychiatric asylum for the first time. His friend’s sister was a nurse in 

an institute in Tianjin and invited him to attend the dinner organized to celebrate 

the beginning of the Chinese New Year. 

At that time Yuan Dongping worked as a photographer at the “Minzu huabao 民

族画报” (the Minorities Pictorial), after graduating from history at the Beijing 

Normal University. With his friend and photographer Lü Nan 吕楠 (Beijing, 1962) 

they often met to discuss what their next photographic project would be. Yuan 

was interested in portraying blind people, but Lü wanted to photograph mental 

patients46 instead. The opportunity presented to them favored the latter. 

45
 “Their present could be our future” [Tranlsated by the author]. 

46
 In the interview that Yuan published in his blog (Zhou & Yuan, 2010), he remembers that Lü 

always leafed through old numbers of a foreign photographic magazine “Camera”, a magazine 
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That first visit to a psychiatric asylum did not impress Yuan, who was still not 

sure whether he wanted to deal with this topic. But in the following months they 

visited another psychiatric asylum in Tianjin, where Yuan was shocked by the 

terrible conditions in which the patients lived. Most of the photographs that 

compose Yuan’s photographic work on psychiatric institutions were taken in this 

hospital. Yuan later on argued that, despite having visited several hospitals and 

having returned to the same places several times, it was here where he got the 

images he searched for. In an interview Yuan tells that these shots were the 

result of a particular state of mind and that at the time of taking them he did not 

think about the success they could have or of their possible publication (Zhou & 

Yuan, 2010). This is the reason why the photos that we will analyze in this 

chapter refer mainly to this first phase. When he decided to publish the project, 

Yuan visited more institutions or returned to the ones he had already gone to, 

but as he himself expressed, the result was not the same. The pictures that we 

will examine were then published in 1996, so this photographic work took a total 

of a seven-year period. 

In the beginning, Lü Nan was accompanying Yuan to the psychiatric institutions 

and led a somewhat similar photographic work47. 

As we said, Yuan began his experience in 1989. A year, crucial for the historical 

destiny of the People’s Republic of China and the rest of the world belonging to 

the socialist sphere. In the beginning of summer of 1989, a broad movement for 

democracy and change culminated in Tian’anmen Square and was expressed 

with more strength in the last years of the decade. The violent repression of the 

movement suggested that the Government of the PRC would continue the 

period of reforms launched a decade earlier without changing the structure of 

of global relevance founded in 1922 in Switzerland, that stopped publishing in 1981 (see 
http://www.camera-publications.com). This was one of the most important sources of knowledge 
about the global photographic production, and we can imagine how leafing through its pages the 
two photographers were looking for new references. Yuan’s interest in the blind is not 
surprising, in fact, Geoff Dyer in his book “The Ongoing Moment” from 2005 states in a sort of 
travel through photographic history that “blind people” is one of the themes that recurs in the 
shots of the most important photographers of the first part of the nineteenth century.  
47

 Lü Nan’s photographic work was published in 2008, titled “Beiren yiwang de ren: Zhongguo 

jingshen bingren shengcun zhuangkuang, 被人遗忘的人 : 中国精神病人生存状況 ” (The 

Forgotten People: the State of Chinese Psychiatric Wards). The pictures make reference to the 
period between 1989 and 1990. 
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the state. The crisis of the rest of the socialist world began simultaneously with 

the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

In this particular historic moment Yuan Dongping, who trained as a 

photographer only after having studied history at university, finds himself in a 

world outside “History”. A world built in a space on the “margin” of the society, 

based on its own rules and writing its own “History” day by day. As the 

protagonist of Calvino’s story/essay “La giornata di uno scrutatore” 48 suggests: 

“Se il solo mondo al mondo fosse il «Cottolengo», pensava Amerigo, senza un 

mondo di fuori che, per esercitare la sua carità, la sovrasta e schiaccia e umilia, 

forse anche questo mondo potrebbe diventare una società, iniziare una sua 

storia …” (Calvino, 2011, p.25). 

On this travel through the world of psychiatric hospitals of the PRC Yuan 

undertakes a personal journey of learning as far as to create bonds of friendship 

with the inmates he portrays. Photography for Yuan thus becomes an 

instrument for approaching the outside world, and especially this “new world” 

that is opening in front of him. Referring to the work of Nan Goldin, Marra (1999) 

writes:  

“qui non si sta parlando di una delega, da parte dell’autore, del proprio ‘io’ alla 

componente linguistica dell’opera, ma di una partecipazione ‘fisica’ 

comprensibile solo se si è disposti a concepire la fotografia come gesto, come 

comportamento, come esercizio di tutto il proprio essere nei confronti del 

mondo” (p.235). 

Yuan Dongping’s photographs find themselves in a period of transition for 

Chinese contemporary art: between art bound to the aesthetics of the Maoist 

period, “[…] it never was able to get far away from the political target, even 

when it pursued Western modernists forms or changed political subject matter 

48
 “La giornata di uno scrutatore” (1963) is a novel in which Calvino describes the case of a 

communist party poll-watcher in the electoral polling place at the Piccola Casa della Divina 
Provvidenza hospital in Torino, also known as “il Cottolengo”, destined for people with physical 
and mental problems. The short-story, that took him almost ten years to write is a fairly accurate 
report of his personal experience. In 1961 Calvino was poll-watcher in a hospital just as the 
protagonist of the story. The period during which the Italian writer was writing the short story 
corresponds with the phase of ideological crisis inside the Italian Communist Party after the 
events in Hungary in 1956. The short story, where a “parallel” humanity that could correspond to 
a “parallel” biological and historical evolution is represented, is the symptom of a questioning by 
the story’s protagonist “del suo sistema intellettuale di illuminista e di razionalista” (Bazzocchi, 
2005, p.60). “Dunque un romanzo con la impostazione di un saggio” (Piovene, 2011, p.81). 
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in a neo-academic realistic style” (Gao, 2011,p.62), and artistic production that 

was no longer a direct result of broader processes such as social, political or 

commercial, but where “the artists have internalized these processes and 

translated them into languages, references, and styles of visual representation” 

(Wu, 2005b). In Yuan’s work, that can be defined as documentary, we can 

already see the “conceptual” approach that will characterize the experimental 

photography of the following decade. In his photographic work he, perhaps 

even accidentally, goes beyond the mere representation of a particular 

condition or human situation. We will see that in the way the space and the 

movement of bodies are presented, Yuan can conduct a deep reflection on 

“space of the disease” or on the “ill body”, without keeping a “scientific” 

distance, but creating an emotional bond between the photographer and his 

subject. A bond that is an expression of a “personal” use of the photographic 

medium as a tool for learning and an approach to reality. The first who 

understood the value of Yuan’s work was the critic and scholar Wu Hung. He 

selected Yuan’s pictures for an exhibition of contemporary Chinese art of which 

he himself was the curator. In the part dedicated to the conceptual 

representation of the “ruins”, Wu (2005b, p.95) introduced what he calls a 

“human waste”, referring to humanity photographed by Yuan Dongping. This 

was the first attempt at an analysis of his work that was not limited to the field of 

documentary photography49. This allowed us to extrapolate Yuan’s work from 

the supposedly rigid framework of documentary photography, which persuaded 

us to analyze the ways in which Yuan approaches a particular reality in more 

detail and that suggested us to consider his work as one of the most important 

of the Chinese photographic history. 

3.1 Photographic Representation of Disease in China 

The photographic representation of disease has always been related to its 

empirical value of scientific demonstration. As Marra (2003) writes:  

49
 “One can no longer find in them the tension-ridden scenes of confrontation that characterize 

scar art, and the romantic aestheticization of the ordinary in native soil art also is firmly rejected. 
The artist has moved away from earlier narrative or poetic modes and relies instead on a 
straightforward presentation of images” (Wu, 2005b, p.101). 
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“La mano non potrà mai riuscire effettivamente ad alienarsi, alla lunga finirebbe 

per concedere all’Io di tornare al controllo di tutta l’operazione, meglio allora 

affidarsi totalmente alla macchina e in particolare a quella che l’estetica 

ottocentesca appunto definiva «l’ottusità dell’obbiettivo»” (p.XI).  

The photographic instrument soon became one of the key scientific tools, and of 

course the way to becoming one of the tools for gaining medical knowledge was 

very short. 

The first photographic laboratory inside a psychiatric hospital dates back to 

1851, about a decade after the official declaration of the invention of the 

photographic instrument. This laboratory was established by Hugh Welch 

Diamond (1809-1886), a psychiatrist passionate about photography. In 1862 the 

treatise “Mécanisme de la physionomie humaine” by Guillaume Duchenne de 

Boulogne (1806-1875) is published, where, thanks to the photographs taken by 

Adrien Tournachon (1825-1903), hundreds of types of human facial expression 

are “classified
50

. But the most famous examples of the psychiatric photography 

are those of the laboratory of the Salpêtrière hospital in Paris, commisioned by 

its director Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893), a luminary of the French 

psychiatric medicine and hysteria theoretician. 

The photographic medium in its first steps in the field of psychiatric photography 

had two purposes “semplici e banali” (Terzian, 2001, p.60), as the neurologist 

Hrayr Terzian (2001, p.60) of Armenian origins says: one was the identification 

of the mentally ill and the other “doveva costituire l’archivio, la documentazione 

della varietà della follia, della varietà delle malattie mentali”. In the second case 

photography was used due to the didactical need to create a scientific typology, 

“doveva creare l’identità, facilmente percepibile, delle espressioni della follia” 

(Terzian, 2001, p.60). Photography inside the asylum thus became another tool 

for erasing the identity of the patient. Furthermore, the use of the photographic 

tool within the centers for treatment of psychiatric illnesses was particularly 

useful “[…] a costruire, a eternare, l’immagine che si voleva diffondere 

                                                 
50

 These photographs are portraits of Duchenne’s patients whose facial expression, after the 
electrodes have been placed on their faces, was forcedly changed by electroshocks, 
(Muzzarelli, 2004, pp. 72-73). 
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nell’opinione pubblica per l’identificazione immediata del folle, del mentecatto, 

del pericoloso all’ordine sociale” (Terzian, 2001, p.60).  

The search for a scientific “typology” influenced early “documentary” 

photography works in China made by foreigners, such as the ethno-

anthropological photographs by John Thomson for example. As was the case in 

other countries colonized or semi-colonized by European powers, “[…] gli 

studiosi e gli antropologi si dettero a fotografare indigeni e popolazioni tribali 

insieme ad ausili antropometrici e con una freddezza e un’impassibilità da far 

sembrare le loro raccolte delle specie di album di minerali e di organismi 

inanimati” (Muzzarelli, 2004, p.78). 

The arrival of new photographic technology in China is closely linked to the 

arrival of Western medical science, of which the main diffusion centers were the 

hospitals of foreign missionary institutions. In fact, in the second half of the 

nineteenth century the China Medical Missionary Society decided to open 

several museums dedicated to the dissemination of medical knowledge 

(Heinrich, 2008, p.74). The first photographic treatises published in China, like 

the one published in Chinese in 1873 by the Scotsman John Dudgeon (1837-

1901) 51 , were written by medical missionaries. The work of diffusion of 

knowledge related to Western medicine, conducted by foreign missionaries, 

went hand in hand with the diffusion of anatomical representation of human 

bodies. If we also consider the growing interest in the realist western-style 

painting that began to be produced in the free ports, we see another 

relationship between medical illustrations and the arrival of photography in 

China (Cody & Terpak, 2011, p.41). One of the most clear examples of this 

trend is the work of the Chinese artist Lamqua 林官 (Guan Qiaochang or Kiu 

Cheong Kwan 關喬昌, 1801-1860 ca.), who was one of the first Chinese to 

learn the Western painting style in the port city of Guangzhou. Noteworthy for 

our research is its anatomical study of patients of the American medical doctor 

and missionary Peter Parker (1804-1888)52. The paintings are a series of oil 

51
 See Chapter 1. 

52
 Larissa Heinrich (2008) analyzes the Lamqua’s paintings in a wide study on representation of 

ilness in China as one of the elements that contribute to build the concept of China as “Sick Man 

of Asia” (Dongya bingfu 東亞病夫).  
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paintings depicting patients suffering from physical malformations caused by 

different types of diseases. The realistic characteristic of these paintings is the 

result of learning the western oil painting technique as well as of artist’s 

knowledge of photographic technology. Many analysis of the art produced in the 

last decades of the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) sustain the relationship between 

the spread of photographic technology and the new “realistic” development of 

Chinese painting53. Within the medical field we should mention the importance 

of diffusion work carried out by the publication “The disease of China, Including 

Formosa and Korea”, published in 1910 and 1929, that includes numerous 

photographs illustrating individual clinical cases54. This book, edited by medical 

missionaries W. Hamilton Jefferys and James L. Maxwell, is a collection of 

articles published in the “China Medical Missionary Journal”. Among the authors 

of the photographs published in the book we can also find a Chinese doctor 

named E.S. Tyau 刁信德 (Heinrich, 2008, p.95). 

Photographs taken for medical purposes were often used in a “commercial” 

context. In regard to this, Heinrich (2008) writes:  

“The idea of the Chinese ‘freak’ as human curio, the function of whose 

corporeality is to provide amusement for well-heeled travelers passing through 

Shanghai, likewise translated into the market for postcards and photographs as 

souvenirs or ‘authentic’ records of travelers’ experiences in visiting China and 

seeing for themselves what kinds of monsters and anomalies were ‘peculiar to 

China’” (p.86).  

For example, in European and American collections of photographs and 

postcards we can find a large number of photographs depicting feet of Chinese 

women, deformed due to the ancestral practice of foot binding. 

In the following developments of Chinese photography the space dedicated to 

the disease seems to disappear completely. If we analyze the currents of 

Chinese photography of the last century, there does not seem to be any space 

for such a topic. The photography produced during the years of the Republic 

moves between the formalism of the avant-garde photography or photography 

53
 See Chapter 1. 

54
 Exactly “5 Colored Plates, 11 Noso-Geographical Plates, and 360 Illustrations in the Text” 

(Hamilton Jefferys & Maxwell, 1910). 
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with ethnographic purposes, and documentary photography with propagandistic 

purposes. The latter, that became the only officially allowed type of 

photography, could have in its early years dealt with this issue, but more 

important issues such as poverty, the Japanese invasion and the civil war 

prevented this development. 

The treatment of the disease and therefore of mental illness is not represented 

in the Chinese photography until the new developments of the documentary 

photography and the work of Yuan and Lü Nan. 

Two photographers whose work inspired and impressed Yuan should be 

mentioned in this study: Mary Ellen Mark and Raymond Depardon (Wu, 2005b, 

p.99), who, with their shots, managed to raise public awareness on issues

related to the conditions of nursing facilities for the mentally ill. 

If we return to the Chinese territory, concretely to its literature, we find a 

representation of madness in a different meaning. The example of Lu Xun with 

his “Diary of a Madman”, suggests a way to see madness in reaction to a world 

that does not understand the views of a minority and is therefore classified as 

an “anomaly”. This way of understanding madness can be, as already 

mentioned, found in the literature of the eighties, for example in the words of the 

protagonist of Bei Dao’s story. Analyzing this short story and the subversive 

intellectuality of the eighties in China, Lin and Galikowski (1999) write:  

“For some people who are locked up in prisons or mental asylums, though they 

may lose their physical freedom though being bound by visible walls, they can 

still retain, or even gain, their individuality – the essence of this existence as 

human beings – which is nurtured in the process of struggle against the external 

constraints that the majority accept unquestioningly” (p.8).  

This “struggle” with what is accepted by the majority that we have just 

mentioned above, thus allows us to connect Yuan Dongping’s photographs to 

the experimental artistic production of the following decade. In performances by 

artists, such as Zhang Huan, we see the transfiguration of the space of artistic 

production as a space alien to the society. Just like psychiatric institutions and 
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their patients, experimental artists of the nineties lived on the “border”, on the 

extreme limits of the society. 

 

3.2 The Space of the Psychiatric Asylum 

In this part of the chapter we will focus on the idea of the mental asylum as a 

“space” that strongly influences the state of the individual. It is an isolated place, 

the protagonist of Calvino’s short story “[…] aveva la sensazione di inoltrarsi al 

di là delle frontiere del suo mondo”, and a space with a life of its own, “[…] quasi 

una città nella città, cinta da mura e soggetta ad altre regole” (Calvino, 2011, 

p.6).  

The representation of the asylum space in Yuan’s work is fundamental. In his 

shots we can observe how the walls of the building envelop the bodies of the 

patients. When the courtyard, the only recreational space, is photographed, 

there is no horizon, there is only a wall that occupies the entire area behind the 

patients [Fig. 3.01]. All we can note in these “fenced” walls is the presence of 

windows or doors properly closed, which increases the feeling of claustrophobia 

even more. The walls are neutral, without any decoration, empty in their 

“uniformity”. We are therefore in front of the representation of a “uniforming” and 

“enveloping” space. 

 

The asylum as a “space” is considered by Foucault (2006, p.40) as a 

“disciplinary space” with a medical purpose, because a kind of “disciplinary” 

power is imposed on it. The “disciplinary power” is present in institutions such 

as the school, the army or the prison system. The difference is, however, that 

the asylum is a “space” in itself, in the sense that, starting from its architectural 

structure, everything in the asylum is related to the representation of the power 

relationship that exists between the psychiatrist and the patient. “The asylum is 

the psychiatrist’s body” (p.181), states Foucault (2006) when he argues that 

even the nurses become an extension of the psychiatrist’s power. He (2006) 

writes: “in the hospital it is the hospital itself that cures. That is to say, the 

architectural arrangement itself, the organization of space, the way individuals 
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are distributed in this space, the way they move around it, the way one looks or 

is looked at within it, all has therapeutic value in itself” (p.101). 

The asylum space then takes a fundamental value in the patient’s curing 

process. “The discourse of truth, or the emergence of truth” (Foucault, 2006, 

p.101) that is a crucial part of the psychiatric operation is the result of the spatial

disposition of the asylum. 

For this purpose the asylum space should be isolated from the world because it 

recreates a new reality in it, useful for the implementation of the psychiatric 

disciplinary power. One of the points that Foucault emphasizes is the need of 

the “asylum space” to be “completely independent” from the pressures that can 

come from the family. Wu Hung (2005b, p.96) explains how the term 

“hospitalized” in a psychiatric hospital, in Chinese guan 关 , reminds of the 

action of locking up or putting in prison. An exclusion from the outside world that 

is perfectly represented by the last words of Bei Dao’s story:  “so now he too 

was inside the wall” (Bei, 1989, p.16). The 1985 short story precedes Yuan 

Dongping’s photographic work only for a few years. Its protagonist finds himself 

locked up in a psychiatric asylum after a series of “Kafkaesque” events that are 

reproduced in a paranoid atmosphere. In one of the shots presenting the 

Guizhou institute, we can see how the photographer is positioned “on this side” 

of the bars to present a portion of the building’s courtyard [Fig. 3.02]. We can 

note how the asylum space encloses the patients, or rather confines them, even 

in their leisure time. The walls that enclose the patients’ bodies are constantly 

present in Yuan’s portraits. 

3.3 The Body of the Patient 

Beyond the spatial representation, Yuan’s aim is to focus especially on 

representing this forgotten people. The “human waste” as defined by Wu Hung, 

the “residue” of the society, or as Foucault (2006) writes “the residue of all 

residues” (p.54), referring to those individuals who are not assimilated by any of 

the institutions dedicated to the exercising of the “disciplinary power”, and 

therefore find the only place of possible recovery in the asylum. The anomaly 
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that they represent is exactly their inability to be assimilated by the society 

apparatus. For this reason they are taken away from their world and included in 

this kind of a fictional world, which recreates, so that their care is effective, a 

parallel reality. A world that is based on the power that “subjugates” the bodies. 

According to Foucault (2006), in the asylum reigns an “order” that is 

materialized in a constant control over the patients’ bodies, a “permanent 

regulation of time, activities, and actions; an order which surrounds, penetrates, 

and works on bodies, applies itself to their surfaces” (p.2), and that is at the 

same time “imprinted” in the patient’s brain. 

 

Looking at Yuan’s photos, we see how his gaze analyzes these bodies: bodies 

reduced to skin and bones that bend in unnatural postures [Fig. 3.03]; naked 

female bodies, deprived of the modesty of a “stripped” body, showing 

themselves to the viewer in its pure physicality [Fig. 3.04]; the bodies are forced 

to wear unifying uniforms, because their own individuality should not be evident. 

We can perceive how the “disciplinary power” shaped these bodies, depriving 

them of their naturalness. As Foucault (2006) writes:  

“this game between the mad person’s body and the psychiatrist’s body above it, 

dominating it, standing over it and, at the same time, absorbing it. This, with all 

the specific effects of such a game, seems to me to be the typical feature of the 

microphysics of psychiatric power” (p.189). 

In many of Yuan’s shots we can perceive his wish to portray patients in “normal” 

situations of everyday life, moments of rest or playful movement [Fig. 3.05 and 

Fig. 3.06]. His words about it are clear: “Their present could be our future” 

(Zhou & Yan, 2010). This is the key that Yuan is using when trying to open the 

locked doors of the society that prevent the change from happening. This 

project that began by chance turned into a struggle to change the conditions of 

patients in psychiatric institutions. 

These shots of “normality”, as suggested by Wu Hung55, are a result of a 

personal interest in some of the patients portrayed by Yuan. Some of them in 

fact became photographer’s friends, who, as a consequnce, was no longer able 

                                                 
55

 “[…] the photographs, with their mixture of tragedy and humor, hope and despair, tell much 
about the intensity of the photographer’s engagement with his subject.” (Wu, 2005b, p.95). 
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to use a cold and distant “look”, but utilized an approach to this “possible” world 

only through the use of the photographic medium. Wu Hung (2005b) quotes 

Yuan’s words: “These invalids have such earnest, vulnerable hearts. This 

awareness grew as my contact with them increased. They are human beings as 

well, but most people ignore this” (p.96). And the Chinese scholar adds: “His 

photographs focus on the patients – not just on their physical condition but on 

their social and spiritual world, and in discovering this world he identifies them 

as a human beings and brings them back into public consciousness” (Wu, 

2005b, p.96).  

In these bodies we observe not only the result of the struggle with a disciplinary 

power, some of them can also be read as biological “anomalies” or “deviations” 

of the evolutionary development of humanity. “Di una possibilità d’essere 

dell’umanità ci si ricorderebbe come nelle favole, d’un mondo di giganti, un 

Olimpo … Come capita a noi: che forse siamo, senza rendercene conto, 

deformi, minorati, rispetto a una diversa possibilità d’essere, dimenticata …” 

(Calvino, 2011, p.25)56, as the character of Calvino’s short story reflects. The 

representation of the physicality of these “ill” bodies becomes the fulcrum of 

both reports, in the form of words for Calvino and in the form of photographic 

images for Yuan. 

3.4 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have analyzed the photographic work of Yuan Dongping 

dedicated to the psychiatric asylums in China and we have seen that this 

spaces gave way for more interpretations. The space of the psychiatric asylum 

is first of all a place extraneous to the “History” of the country, where the 

personal lives of the interns are relevant, rather than those of the homeland’s 

heroes. But it is also a place where the Power employs an absolute will, 

reflected in the hierarchical planning and in the spatial organization. A control 

56
 As Bazzocchi (2005) sustains: “l’avventura di Amerigo subisce una svolta consistente quando 

al piano della storia scivoliamo al piano meno sicuro e razionalizzabile della natura, che gli si 
mostra improvvisamente con tutte le ambiguità della nuda biologia” (p.61).  
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that is evident on the body of the intern that is considered a “waste” of the 

society and for this reason it is isolated in these marginal spaces.   

A photographic work, the one realized by Yuan between the eighties and the 

nineties, which seems to be a metaphor of the conditions of large sections of 

Chinese population, reduced to a “waste” of the opening and reform period. In 

the years to follow experimental artists will also belong to this forgotten 

population, isolated in sordid villages in the suburban edges of the capital city, 

forced to show their art in places far away from the vigilant eye of the Power.   

Artistic production of the nineties will also give great importance to the personal 

experience, inherent to the attempt to question the official narration promoted 

by the Power. Just as in the psychiatric asylum, the only way to escape from the 

influence of the Power is to glorify the individual through the narration of 

personal stories.    
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4. THE POST-TIAN’ANMEN AND THE EMERGENCE OF

NEW SPACES 

In this chapter we will analyze two phenomena that, in the artistic sphere, are 

emblematic of the years following the events of Tian’anmen Square. An epoch 

in which a period of rigid repression is followed by another interval of strong 

distrust towards unofficial artistic production. 

The first of these two phenomena is realized inside the artists’ private 

apartments, which became places of production, promotion and exchange of 

ideas and works. In a period when possibilities to expose in public spaces were 

extremely limited, the artists were forced to move to the intimacy of their houses 

in order to keep their creative freedom.    

The second phenomenon is the one of the “Artist villages”. Even though already 

at the end of the eighties many artists and intellectuals decided to live together 

in the same neighbourhood because of the favourable conditions57, especially 

economic, it was only during the early nineties when these realities were 

created with a greater awareness on the part of the artists. The “Artist villages” 

will be fundamental for the following development of the contemporary Chinese 

art.  

“This is no doubt a perfectly ordinary year” (Zhe wufei shi puputongtong de yi 

nian 這無非是普普通通的一年) (Yang, 1994), recites the last line of the Yang 

Lian’s 楊煉 poem “Yijiubajiu nian 一九八九年” (1989). The reference is clearly 

directed to a crucial year for the further development of Chinese history. “An 

ordinary year” writes the poet, about ten years after the story had already been 

presented in the same guise: the emblematic Tian’anmen Square, a set for a 

huge popular demonstration which ended with a strong repression by the 

Power. 

A year that, at least it seemed, could have been different for the art world. 

Especially for the art that was not produced in the academies. On 5 February 

57
 Between August 1988 and October 1990 Wu Wenguang 吴文光 (Yunnan, 1956) realized a 

documentary film on artists who lived “on the margin” of the society, titled “Liulang Beijing: 

zuihou de mengxiangzhe 流浪北京: 最后的梦想着” (Bumming Beijing: The Last Dreamers). 
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1989 the exhibition “China/Avant-garde” (in Chinese simply “Contemporary 

Chinese Art Exhibition,  Zhongguo xiandai yishuzhan 中国现代艺术展) was 

inaugurated in the National Art Museum of China in Beijing, the symbolic place 

of the official art. An event whose organization took three years and that could 

be considered as the culmination of the “’85 Movement”. Consisting of 297 

works, including paintings, photographs, installations and videos, it was 

certainly the most relevant event related to the avant-garde art in Chinese 

recent history. The exhibition succeeded to remain open until 19 February of the 

same year, and was, even during this short period of time, closed by the 

authorities twice. One of the closures took place after the execution of a 

performance, during which the artist used a firearm to shoot in the direction of 

her installation. Many art historians consider this shot to be a macabre forewarn 

of what would happen a few months later. The symbol chosen to represent the 

exhibition was a U-turn road sign, which also might seem an unintentional 

premonition of what was about to happen in the spring. 

We will not analyze the events in Tian’anmen, but rather their influence on 

subsequent developments in contemporary Chinese art. If the events of 

Tian’anmen in 1976 could be regarded as a turning point for the Chinese 

cultural production of that period, the same can be said about those of 1989. 

The latter evidently had a greater impact on the culture, as these events were 

faced with strong opposition of political power, which, inclined to maintaining the 

status quo, thus succeed not to lose the reins of power. The result was a period 

of severe repression, especially for those members of the society who became 

bearers of the protest, such as intellectuals and artists. In 1976, the political 

situation was different: the political group promoting the new course, which was 

in the opposition with the government of that time, used the protest movement 

as a weapon for its consolidation of power. So at least for a few years there was 

no strong repression of spontaneous movements within the world of culture. But 

after the events of 1989, political repression was transmitted to the cultural field 

immediately. The ban was imposed on any event, publication or artistic initiative 

that was not involved in the official system of production and promotion of 
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applied arts58. The official channels became the only ones through which the 

artists could promote their work, with the consequent increase of censorship 

and political influence. 

A soft opening started when the international art market began to be interested 

in the great possibilities that the People’s Republic had to offer. In the early 

nineties it is possible to observe the arrival of foreign galleries, especially from 

Hong Kong and Taiwan, as well as from Europe and the United States, looking 

for a kind of Chinese art that could satisfy the interest of foreign collectors. The 

space offered by the market soon became a sort of “enclave” within the system, 

where the state has no interest in intervening. This opening towards the market 

is regarded as one of the effects of the Tian’anmen events, as Wang Hui (2006) 

argues in his analysis of the protest movement: “[…] nessuno realizzò che lo 

scopo reale delle misure repressive era precisamente quello di riattivare quei 

meccanismi di mercato che si stavano dimostrando disfunzionali. Nessuno 

tantomeno previde che la repressione violenta e il successivo periodo 

reazionario avrebbero legittimato moralmente l’avvio di un epoca dominata dal 

mercato” (p.100).  

The art world did not hesitate to consider the possibility of establishing a system 

for the sale of art works that was in that period practically absent. Lü Peng, critic 

and scholar, describes the making of a magazine dedicated to Chinese 

contemporary art, whose purpose was the promotion of the art market (Lü, 

2010). Since the beginning, this magazine with a straightforward title “Yishu 

shichang 艺术市场” (Art and Market) supports the need for an establishment of 

an art market in China. Only nine issues were published and each of them 

dedicated some pages to the promotion of one of the artists. The artist Wang 

Guangyi59, to whom the first magazine issue was dedicated, asserts: “We have 

already started to participate and I believe in the next five years Chinese 

‘products’ will play a decisive role in the realm of art industry” (as cited in Lü, 

2010, p.994). In the sixth issue Huang Zhuan, art critic, reinforces this tendency: 

“It’s fundamental in our day and age that the artist and the work of art enter art 
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 “Normal scholarly research and artistic exchange in the art world become impossible. Critics 
who supported the avant-garde were attacked in the press. Several important art magazines, 
because they had supported avant-garde art, were either closed down or strongly criticized, 
while the staff of Meishu was completely replaced” (Gao & Andrews, 1995, p. 241). 
59

 Artist well-known for his works related to the “Political Pop” movement.  
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history through commercialized channel” (Lü, 2010, p.996). In the eighth issue 

Lü Peng himself talks about the importance of the money factor in the art world: 

“The central significance of the movement towards the market is that art must 

be produced for sale. [...] When there is no god to arbitrate in the endless 

academic disputes, the most effective adjudicator is money” (as cited in Lü, 

2010, p.997). He, together with other thirteen curators and art critics, organized 

the first event that directly promoted an establishment of an art market scene in 

the PRC. The event was titled “1990’s First Biennal Art Fair” (Shoujie 90 niandai 

yishu shuangnian zhan 首届 90 年代藝術雙年展 ), also known as “First 

Guangzhou Biennale”, and took place from 23 to 31 October 1992 in a five star 

hotel60. 

It is this particular situation and the consequences of it that determined the 

development of two phenomena, relevant for the understanding of the current 

Chinese art. 

The first phenomenon consists of an artistic production and promotion 

movement that took place in artists’ apartments and is for this reason called 

“Apartment Art”, a term coined by the scholar Gao Minglu. In the second 

phenomenon, however, we can witness the convergence of artists within the 

same district in the suburbs of the capital, the “Beijing East Village” [Fig. 0.01]. 

Both phenomena appeared at the beginning of the nineties, with the peak of 

activity between 1993 and 1995. On the one hand they are both a response to 

the repression of the artistic avant-garde movements and to the prohibition of 

their promotion in public places, and on the other hand they are both a result of 

the opposition to a kind of art subject to market rules and at the mercy of the 

decisions of galleries and the desires of collectors. 

Since 1993, many artists, residents of another “artist village”, the one named “of 

the Yuanmingyuan” [Fig. 0.01], began to have international resonance and to 

generate economic return. In particular, with the two trends of the “Political Pop” 

(Zhengzhi bopu 政治波普) and “Cynical Realism” (Wanshi xianshi zhuyi 玩世现

60
 Luxury hotel halls or exhibition rooms were the perfect places to sell art because of the 

presence of foreigners. Wu Hung (2008, p.166) asserts that one of the first private galleries 
created in the PRC’s territory in 1991, the Beijing International Art Palace, occupied the Holiday 
Inn Crowne Plaza Hotel’s hall in downtown Beijing. 
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实主义)61, the international interest found an attractive product to satisfy its 

desire for novelties. In 1993, members of this two trends took part in the 

itinerant exhibition “Post 89: China’s New Art” organized by the Hanart Gallery 

form Hong Kong and participated at the Venice Biennale, in addition to 

appearing on the cover of international art magazines such as Flash Art or The 

New York Times Magazine, contributing to the increase of their international 

recognition.  

At the beginning the artists of the “Beijing East Village” refused this “selling” to 

the international art market.  

Furthermore, between 1993 and 1994, some artists, such as couples Ai Weiwei 

and his wife Lu Qing (Shenyang, 1964) and Lin Tianmiao 林天苗 (Taiyuan, 

1961) with her husband Wang Gongxin 王功薪 (Beijing, 1960) that had in the 

past years been living abroad, for example in New York city, came back to 

Beijing, bringing new ideas that would concretize in the works of the “Apartment 

Art”.    

One of the aspects that contributed to the development of these two 

phenomena is the type of bond that was created between the artists who took 

part in them. A “network” of connections which enabled the creation of spaces 

for exchange and promotion of the art that came about in an apartment of a 

given artist or in the confluence of artists in the same neighborhood. A “network” 

that artists define quanzi 圈子 (the circle), which consists not only of a strictly 

professional relationship, but also of friendship and deep creative connection 

(Salmenkari, 2004). According to Salmenkari (2004), the network system 

connections “became the strategy to circulate influence, protect artistic 

expression, finance activities and create public spaces” (p.240). We should 

understand this kind of relationship between artists as one of the main factors 

that enabled the continuation of an avant-garde art in the immediate post-

Tian’anmen period, a real reaction of resistance to the repressive forces of the 

Power and to the unifying tendencies of the market. 

In the continuation we will see how these two phenomena had enormous 

influence on the development and diffusion of experimental photography. The 

artists participating in these movements decided to abandon painting as a 
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 The names of these two trends were given by the art critic and historian Li Xianting. 
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medium and also as a product of their work in favor of a new interest in 

performance art and in the realization of ephemeral installations. This, with an 

additional contribution of new conceptualities, helps to young photographers to 

experiment with the photographic medium more freely. 

 

4.1 The Apartment Art: Reconsidering the Private 

Space 

The “Apartment Art” is an artistic phenomenon that developed in the early 

nineties. It is often linked to some earlier precedents in the eighties, when 

frequent domestic meetings of artists belonging to the avant-garde movements 

were held. During these meetings they discussed their art and the new trends 

coming from the West62, far from the gaze of the Power. 

This phenomenon can be considered as “emblematic” of the avant-garde art in 

the PRC in the early nineties: after the prohibition of public meetings and 

exhibition events, the artists began to reunite in their apartments to discuss their 

art, to show their work to fellow artists, to create a personal space of promotion 

and interchange of the kind of art that did not comply with the canons of 

officialdom. A movement, according to Gao Minglu (2011, p.270), which is 

characterized by its spontaneity and independence. He also writes: “[…] 1990s 

Apartment art ultimately is not about home or apartment, but rather a critique of 

social spaces and art institutions” (Gao, 2011, p.276). Unlike the examples form 

the previous decade, it is not only a natural response to a hostile environment, 

but there is at the base a deep awareness of “critical” opposition to specific 

forces, such as those of the market and of the political power. 

In the case of “Apartment Art” we find ourselves facing a phenomenon that 

embodies an interesting dialectic between public and private spaces: as Gao 

Minglu (2011, p.270) once again points out, the term gongyu 公寓 refers to a 
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 Gao Minglu (2007) sustains the existence of a relation between those phenomena. 
Furthermore, Wu Hung (2004) talks about the meetings of young photographers between the 
end of the seventies and beginning of eighties: “Two photographic groups or ‘Salons’ in Beijing 
formed the core of the April Photo Society. One group […] met regularly in Wang Zhiping’s small 
apartment in the eastern part of the city. The other group, formed as early as the winter of the 
1976, had thirty to forty members who gathered every Friday evening in the dorm of the young 
photographer Chi Xiaoning in the western part of the city.” (p.15). 
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kind of state-owned “private” house. These living spaces were thus in a 

particular situation “on the edge” between what is considered a “public” space, 

since the real owner was the state, and what is considered a “private” space, as 

a privately owned apartment would be defined. A further conceptual level is 

therefore present, which involuntarily offers itself to the artists who want to give 

a certain meaning to this experience. The idea, inherent to the “Apartment Art”, 

is that of a transfiguration of a determinate experimental artist’s situation in this 

particular historical juncture. The artists, forced to decide between the realm of 

academia and that of the market, decided to retire themselves to these spaces 

on “the margin” of society, such as their own apartments. This choice turns into 

an opportunity, because the chosen space begins to suggest and to offer an 

endless series of arguments to be instilled through their art. A space that is still 

open to the outside world, as claimed by Gao Minglu (2011, p.270), “the space 

of Chinese Apartment art was both personal and social”, and “Apartment art has 

also been defined as a unique social space that functioned as studio, salon and 

exhibition space”.  

Very often the apartment owners were couples that opened the doors of their 

homes to show their latest creations or so that their friends could exhibit their 

work or the project of a work yet to be accomplished63. Among the most active 

were Song Dong 宋冬 (Beijing, 1966) and his wife Yin Xiuzhen 尹秀珍 (Beijing, 

1963) who in their own apartment created a personal art, composed of 

everyday objects and closely related to their intimate experiences64. One of the 

best-known works of this period is the Song Dong’s work “Water Writing Diary” 

from 1995 [Fig 4.01]. It consists of the writing of a diary on a stone using a 

brush, soaked in water. The words written by the artist thus disappear 

immediately, and no trace is left of them except in the memory of the artist 

himself. The relevant thing for the author was the daily practice of a personal 

act, an action that can be described as purely ephemeral. The stone used in 

this work is preserved, but has never been exhibited. Instead, a series of 

63
 Many of the works of the “Apartment Art” were never actually created and remained on the 

level of projects. These works at an “intention” state were presented to the artists that 
participated at the meetings on paper documents. This kind of production is defined by Gao 

Minglu as “Proposal Art” (Fangan yishu 方案艺术) (Gao, 1998, p.161).  
64

 Wu Hung sustains that Rong Rong, of whom we will talk about in the continuation, took 
photographs of many of these artists’ installations (Wu, 2003, p. 14). 
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photographs taken by the artist to document the action can be found in art 

galleries. Photography thus became the preffered medium for documenting 

these works, ephemeral by nature. Spatiality of the “Apartment Art” is a kind of 

space that is created “on the margin”, since artists, who were moving inside of 

it, were escaping predetermined categories of official or academic art. The 

works produced during this experience were certainly not involved into the 

categories that foreign galleries considered as crucial to the introduction of this 

kind of art to the international market. The ephemeral nature of most of the 

works produced during the experience of the “Apartment Art” does not help the 

production and storage of a work of art intended to be sold as a “product”. 

The artists of the “Apartment Art” escape from the search for a specific ideal. 

Their attention is instead directed towards the environment which they live in 

and towards the objects that surround them. These places and objects become 

the subject of their installations, or are often the material these installations are 

composed of. An example of this is the work “Woolen sweaters” by Yin Xiuzhen 

from 1995 [Fig 4.02], in which the artist undid two woolen sweaters, one male 

and one female, and then reused the wool yarn to create a unique garment. The 

use of the material, obtained from an everyday object, is in this case used by 

the artist for an interesting reflection on the relationship between the sexes. The 

use of objects can also be found in the work of the artist Lin Tianmiao, who was 

together with her husband very active in the experience of “Apartment Art”. One 

of her works is an installation “Bound and Unbound” [Fig. 4.03], realized 

between 1995 and 1997, which presents a series of household objects wrapped 

in a layer of a white cotton thread. 

The interest of the “Apartment Art” in “the observable and the tangible” (Gao, 

2011, p.269) will in the posterior artistic production transfer into a greater 

attention to the reality the artists live in, leaving aside the idealism that 

characterized the eighties. As claimed by Gao Minglu (2011), “the physical 

context, the location and relocation of an object, become an important part of 

their conception” (p.269). The physical reality and everyday objects are the 

contents of an art that turns out to be profoundly original, despite the modesty of 

its presuppositions. 
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The link between photography and this phenomenon is not to be 

underestimated. It is not only important for the practical matter of documentation 

of an ephemeral work, as we saw earlier. Let us think about photography, about 

the image that remains impressed on the film as a “footprint” of an object or a 

person in the physical reality. A reality which photography, especially the 

analog, is closely connected to. A “trace” that allows to recreate connections 

with determinate moments, experiences, emotions, etc. 

We cannot prove that the experience of the “Apartment Art” directly influenced 

the rapid development of photography of this period towards the “world” of the 

conceptual. But we cannot ignore the “network” of connections between the 

artists of all the fields that appear during this particular period, especially in 

Beijing. So we cannot exclude that determinate conceptualities converge in the 

later works of photographers/artists or artists/photographers. 

The “Apartment Art” is indeed a maturing experience of a group of artists that 

proposes a kind of art in which every aspect is given great importance, from the 

exhibition space to the technique used, from the issue addressed to the image 

obtained, nothing is now redundant or secondary. 

4.2 The Beijing East Village, an “on the Margin” Space 

for Artistic Creation 

In the constant search for alternative spaces during the first half of the decade, 

some artists gather in what will be called “Artist villages” (huajiacun 画家村 or 

“Art village”, yishucun 艺术村). Determinate conditions, such as low rents and 

the distance from the city center, attracted many artists with little resources who 

were looking for creative freedom in these suburban areas. Two such villages 

have been created in the city of Beijing, one positioned by the side of the 

Yuanmingyuan park (圆明园), from which it gets its name, and a second in the 
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area of Dashanzhuang, named Beijing East Village (Beijing dong cun 北京东村

)65.  

The first was formed by the convergence of several artists of the “’85 

Movement” in the late eighties and was later on directly related to the pictorial 

movements of the “Political pop” and “Cynical realism”, which had a major 

commercial international success. 

In the second, however, gather artists who find their own artistic dimension in 

conceptual and performance art. Here below we will primarily focus on the 

artistic developments of the East Village, where the importance of photography 

is of particular relevance. We can analyze the birth and development of this 

artist village also thanks to the documentary and personal work of a young 

photographer Rong Rong. In his pictures we can find a special peculiarity, 

because as affirmed by Wu Hung (2003) “their significance is actually threefold, 

historical, artistic, and autobiographical”(p.9). Just like in the “Apartment Art” 

phenomenon, we can in this case also find a new interest by the artists in the 

world around them. The separation between art and life no longer exists for the 

artists that participate in these experiences. And once again, it is photography 

with its intrinsic characteristics that contributes to the elimination of this division. 

In the cases that we will discuss in the continuation, the photographic medium 

assumes a dual task: the one of recording the experiences of the group of 

artists through the personal gaze of Rong Rong, who was not only a witness to 

the creative actions, but participated actively in their achieving, and the one of 

creating documentation of every relevant moment of the performance, as this 

will be the only evidence of the existence of an ephemeral work. Rong Rong’s 

photographs that portray this period, are a kind of personal diary, “l’esperienza, 

il diario, ecco cosa significa concettualità e cosa distingue la pratica della 

fotografia dall’oggettualità della pittura” (Marra, 1999, p.208). It is a formative 

period for him, during which he begins to reflect on the possibilities of the 

medium. 

65
 The name “East Village”, in addition to being an evident reference to the well-know New York 

artistic neighborhood, is chosen also in opposition to the other village, Yuanmingyuan, normally 
defined as “West Village”(Wu, 2003, p.59).  
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The duration of the Beijing East Village experience is relatively short, it takes a 

period of about three years, between 1992 and 1995, but its importance for 

Chinese contemporary art developments is crucial66. 

The artists who gather in the East Village for the most part hail from other 

regions of the country. After finishing their studies, they decided to try their luck 

in the capital, rejecting the jobs offered to them in their work unit. For this 

reason, the life experiences of these artists were not so much different from 

those of a particular social group, who impressively grew in number in major 

Chinese cities. This is the so-called “floating population” (Liudong renkou 流动人

口), a term used to describe the people who, in violation of the regulation of the 

hukou 户口 which regulates the obligatory residence of citizens 67, left their 

original province and moved to large urban centers in search of fortune. Their 

status as “illegal” placed them on the edge of urban society, so much so that the 

residents of the city often identified them with delinquency, prostitution, 

maladjustment, etc. The particular connection with the argument discussed here 

is that this “floating” population got to create kind of villages within the urban 

fabric which gathered the population originating from a determinate region or 

province. These villages were a kind of regional “enclaves” within the city. As 

stated by Zhang Li (2001) in a thorough study of the village created by the 

people form Wenzhou in the city of Beijing: “In short, the location and 

construction style of Dayuan can be read as the concrete materialization and 

externalization of Wenzhou migrants’ marginalized, liminal, and unstable social 

status as ‘strangers’ in the city” (p.86). In the same way, the Beijing East Village 

can be seen as a “materialization” of this group of artists’ situation: divided 

between the official places of production and promotion of art on the one hand 

and the places of the art market on the other. In an interview with Laia 

Manoellas (2011), Rong Rong recalls his status as an immigrant:  

                                                 
66

 The first artists that decided to move to this area arrived in 1992. The first performance was 
held in 1994 (Wu, 2003, p.12). 
67

 “It is thought that roughly 10 per cent of China’s citizens constitute a floating population of 
mostly rural people migrating to cities in search of work. [...] The hukou system, which was 
adopted into law in 1958, was originally set up to avoid overwhelming the cities of China with 
uncontrolled immigration. Under this system all Chinese received a document that classified 
them as either ‘rural’ or ‘urban’.” (Foggin, 2005, p.379). 
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“En realidad todos los artistas de la comunidad de Beijing East Village 

compartimos experiencias parecidas. Todos ellos se graduaron en academias 

de Bellas Artes y procedían de distintas provincias fueras de Beijing. Yo 

también procedo de una ciudad al sur de China. Todos éramos inmigrantes que 

veníamos a una gran ciudad y por ellos compartimos experiencias similares” 

(p.135).  

Then he adds: 

“Éramos muy pobres y vivíamos en el extrarradio de la ciudad, nadie se 

preocupaba por nosotros, era muy frustrante y esa sensación de angustia se 

puede percibir perfectamente en las performances, puesto que en ellas se 

trasladan tales sentimientos” (p.135). 

The performance “Twelve Square Meters” (12 pingfang mi 十二平方米) [Fig. 

4.04], which in a certain way inaugurates the experience of the East Village, 

executed on 3 June 1994 by Zhang Huan 张 洹  (Anyang, 1965) and 

documented in Rong Rong’s photographs, is inspired by the living conditions of 

the neighbourhood. In this artistic performance Zhang Huan realizes a kind of 

ritual, on the beginning of which he sprinkles his naked body with honey and 

fish sauce, then enters one of the many public toilets in the village, where he 

remains motionless for about an hour, surrounded by an army of flies, attracted 

by the honey. Finally, he goes to a river that flows next to the village, where he 

submerges his body to a last purifying step68. The living conditions in the village 

were terrible, as is clear from the testimony of Karen Smith, who was at the time 

living in Beijing: 

“In the shadow of the metropolis, many of the Village’s indigenous population 

scrape a living by collecting and sorting rubbish. Waste accumulates by the side 

of the small ponds. This pollutes the water, generating noxious fumes in the 

summer. Raw sewage flows directly into the water. Slothful, threadbare dogs 

68
 This last part was not supposed to be part of the performance created by Zhang Huan, but 

after Rong Rong took pictures of him washing himself, they became an integral part of it. 
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roam a narrow lane between houses. People stare with the blankness of the 

illiterate and benighted” (as cited in Wu, 2002b)69.  

The performance carried out by Zhang Huan is a transfiguration of the 

conditions which the artists belonging to this village were forced to live in. A 

common destiny for all those artists that refused to follow the dictates of 

academic art promoted by the Party or who did not accept the 

commercialization of their art. 

The public latrine is the setting of the performance, and we can find a parallel in 

the words of Lea Vergine (2000), who writes in her essay on Body Art: “Ogni 

latrina è salotto, ogni salotto è latrina. La distinzione tra sublime e volgare non 

ha senso” (p.16). A concept that Zhang Huan is very aware of. In a text 

dedicated to the performance he actually says: 

“The source for my creative inspiration comes from the most inconspicuous 

aspects of daily life, the matters that are easily neglected. For instance, in the 

common activities of everyday life, such as eating, working, resting, and 

defecating, one experiences the most essential aspects of being human while 

also experiencing kind of contradiction between human nature and the 

environment in which we live”70.    

In his analysis of Zhang Huan’s performance, Wu Hung (2005b) talks about the 

category of “wasteland”, referring to the latrine as one of those “‘black holes’ in 

an urban or rural landscape that absorb time and escape change”(p.107). The 

essence of this performative action is to be found in the need to describe artists’ 

own space, which does not reside in the bright rooms of the official art, but in 

the most degraded and degrading places of the city. The artists of the Beijing 

East Village, in their exile to “the edge” of the city and society, enhance their 

status as outcasts. 

69
 Rong Rong himself describes the itinerary from the downtown to the village: “It is merely a 

fifteen-minute bicycle ride from the center of the city to my place – from the light-illuminated 
Great Wall Hotel to pitch-black East Village: the experience is like travelling from heaven to hell” 
(Wu, 2005b, p.116).  
70

 Originally published in “Hei pi shu 黑皮书” (the Black Cover Book), (as cited in Wu, 2010, 

p.214).
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We should not forget that this group of artists considered itself a community, so 

Zhang Huan’s performance is not just the work of a single artist, but a result of 

affinity between the artists of this group. This companionship can be observed 

in a kind of community initiation event, which took place on 21 May 1994 in 

Wanfujing, downtown Beijing. Regarding this, Rong Rong said: “I felt I was also 

receiving a baptism” (as cited in Wu, 2003, p.65). This event took place in a 

public place, at a barbershop to be exact, where Rong Rong along with Kong 

Bu 孔布 and Xu San 徐三, two members of the East Village, accompanied 

Zhang Huan who wanted to have his head shaved to zero. Rong Rong’s 

camera documents this pilgrimage to the heart of the city, where Zhang Huan 

undergoes a sort of investiture by the group. “With more and more of his hair 

falling onto the floor, Zhang Huan’s face changed. Like the sun breaking 

through clouds, his eyes shone like lightning. I was convinced that I was 

witnessing a new Zhang Huan in the making” (as cited in Wu, 2003, p.65), Rong 

Rong wrote in a letter to his sister. 

Rong Rong and his camera are always present. His pictures are not only the 

documentation of the essential moments of each performance, his is an active 

contribution to each of them. In this case, the photographic medium is the most 

appropriate for shooting and reproduction of performances created by 

experimental artists of the East Village. Renato Barilli analyzes the relevance of 

photography and video in the shooting of performative actions of Body Art, 

defining them as: 

“[…] strumenti che allargano i poteri della registrazione, spalancandoli alle zone 

del contingente, del fenomenico, del precario, e quindi ponendo le basi per il 

loro riscatto […] Il corpo e tutte le sue manifestazioni oggi vengono riscattati, 

risalgono nella scala dei valori perché, congiuntamente, si dà la possibilità 

tecnica di fissarli, di farli restare” (as cited in Marra, 1999, pp.171-172). 

Gina Pane, an Italian artist of Body Art, also states: “il corpo che è, al tempo 

stesso, progetto/materiale/esecutore di una pratica artistica, trova il suo 

supporto logico nell’immagine, attraverso il mezzo fotografico” (as cited in 

Marra, 1999, p.182).   
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Rong Rong’s presence in the performances of the other members of the group 

becomes more and more important, to the point that the photographer himself 

contributes to the preparation of the performative actions. 

Only two more performances are staged in the Beijing East Village before the 

authorities determine its closing: on 11 June, “65 kilograms” by Zhang Huan 

[Fig. 4.05] and on 12 and 13 June, “Fen-Ma Liuming’s Lunch” by Ma Liuming 马

六明 (Huangshi, 1969) [Fig. 4.06], both in 1994. Among the photographers 

present at these events we can always find Rong Rong, who is now 

accompanied by Xing Danwen 邢丹文 (Xi’an, 1967), Ma Liuming’s partner. 

Journalists and curators, most of them foreigh, come to see these performances 

now, which indicates the notoriety achieved by this group of artists71. 

The end of this first stage of the Beijing East Village takes place on 13 June, 

during Ma Liuming’s performance, when police burst into the space and 

arrested several members of the village72. The artists who were not arrested 

scattered around the city or left it for a while. 

In the following months, the Beijing East Village artists kept in touch. The village 

was no longer a physical reality, but continued to exist as an idea that held this 

group of artists together. No matter what place the village was (ideally) rebuilt, 

the simultaneous presence of its members made it live again in any place. 

This idea is strongly present in the last two group performaces that the artists 

belonging to the Beijing East Village realized before this feeling of cohesion 

disappeared for good and each member continued their own individual artistic 

research.  

One of the last performances, titled “Primordial Sound” took place at the foot of 

a causeway of one of the ring roads of the capital on 23 January 1995. Not only 

members of the East Village took part in it; their friends were also invited to 

participate, including Song Dong, very active in the “Apartment Art”. There were 

                                                 
71

 The figure of the performance artist is the protagonist of a film of Wang Xiaoshuai 王小帅 

(Shanghai, 1966) of 1996 (initially the director used a pseudonym “Wu Ming”), titled “Jidu 

hanleng 极度寒冷” (Frozen). In the film also appeared the art critic and curator Li Xianting.  
72

 Before realizing their intervention, the police officers who caused the end of the East Village, 
went to show some pictures of their performances to an academy professor. The professor 
considered those actions as pornographic and not artistic. Salmenkari affirms that the nineties 
artists never make references to a specific politic campaign and furthermore say “in practice, the 
local state has influenced artists’ choises more than the central state because it is how policy is 
implemented that is important, not its origin or wording” (Salmenkari, 2004,p.244).  
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twelve participants and each of them contributed his own “action”: Curse, Luo 

Lin, He Ruijun, Rong Rong, Gao Fu, Song Xiaohong, Zhu Fadong, Cang Xin, 

Zhang Huan, Song Dong, Wang Shihua, and Ma Liuming. There was no 

audience, the only ones present were the artists who participated in the 

performance. As Wu Hung (2003) states: “This project also signified an 

extended definition of ‘East Village artists’: no longer restricted to those who 

lived in the same neighborhood, this term came to refer to a group of 

performance artists with similar ideas and visions” (p.125). Rong Rong shot 

every single action with his camera, in addition to participating in a performance 

with the artist Gao Fu: she is wandering in the darkness holding a candle, when 

Rong Rong appears with his camera, using the flash, obsessively shooting 

while slowly approaching her, until the candle blows out and the darkness 

envelops them both again.  

It is with the performances that took place on 22 May of the same year at an 

unidentified location in the proximity of the capital, that the Beijing East Village 

concludes its existence. With performances, titled “To Add One Meter to an 

Anonymous Mountain” and “Nine Holes”, this group of artists, this time without 

Rong Rong, staged the last group actions. Members of the village continued 

their own artistic research individually. 

4.3 The Emergence of a New Spatiality 

The artistic experience of the Beijing East Village thus concludes with two 

performative actions, one at the foot of a causeway and the other on the top of 

a mountain, with the total absence of audience. An experience during which this 

small group of artists succeeded through a sort of alternative spatiality to 

develop their art without being influenced by external forces. 

A group of artists who decided to stay “on the margin” in order to maintain its 

own integrity, as claimed by Gao Minglu (2011), according to whom in the 

Chinese experimental art context “to be avant-garde means neither to be radical 

nor compromised toward one’s system, but is about how to survive in between 
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and still maintain intellectual and critical standards” (p.5). This position appears 

to be, in addition to a break with officialdom, also a stratagem for maintaining 

their creative line free from intrusion. Wu Hung (2005b) writes: “[…] by taking up 

the mission to enlarge frontiers and open new territories, they also constantly 

challenge their own marginality and must thus constantly reposition themselves 

on the border in order to be continuously ‘experimental” (p.15). 

A “freedom”, according to Salmenkari (2004), that in countries with non-

democratic regimes is recreated in certain spaces where the state control 

cannot reach (p.238). In China these “alternative” spaces of artistic production 

are recreated in the two phenomena dealt with in this chapter, the “Apartment 

Art” and the “Beijing East Village”. 

A position that makes them identify with certain sectors of the population, as 

already mentioned in the case of the relationship with the “floating population”. 

In the same years in which the Beijing East Village develops, there is also a 

group of filmmakers who in their films focuses on the lives of the people living 

“on the margin” of the county’s metropolis. Based on the interest in the 

environment of the city and those who populate it, this series of films is defined 

as “New urban cinema”. In the introduction to a major study on this cinematic 

trend that she edited, Zhang Zhen (2007) writes about the people that are 

represented there:  

“[…] the subjects that populate the new urban cinema are a motley crew of 

plebeian but nonetheless troubled people on the margins of the age of 

transformation. Ranging from aimless bohemians, petty thieves, ktv bar 

hostesses, prostitutes, and postmen to neighborhood police officers, taxi 

drivers, alcoholics, homosexuals, the disabled, migrant workers, and others” 

(p.3).  

Or as the case of the the “New Documentary Movement” (Xin jilu yundong 新纪

录运动): 

“The New Documentary Movement began in the early 1990s with a group of 

indipendent filmmakers who hoped to reveal a social reality different from that 

presented in the official or commercial media. To do so, they turned their 
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cameras to the lower strata (diceng) of Chinese society as well as to people 

living an alternative lifestyle, two social groups whose voices had been 

suppressed or ignored in ‘special-topic films’ produced by the state-owned 

television networks” (Q. Wang, 2005, p.595). 

The interest in this concrete population is a consequence of the fact that the 

filmmakers themselves, just like the artists we mentioned earlier, come to 

identify with it and share the same position “on the margin” of society. As 

argues Richard Kraus (1995), corroborating this constant attitude: “positioned 

for more than a decade in the transient, elusive space between plan and 

market, China’s artists are simultaneously liberated, inspired, frustrated, 

confused, and sometimes even frightened. This ‘space’ is metaphoric, but its 

consequences are substantive” (p.173). 

The “villages” and the “apartments”, where the clandestine meetings took place, 

are the spatial materialization of an opposition of a group of Chinese artists to a 

system which they do not identify themselves with. It would be more correct to 

refer to two systems, the one of the political power on the one hand and the one 

of the economic power on the other hand. A position from which an original and 

subversive artistic force is generated and which the new Chinese avant-garde 

art will eventually originate from. 

We witness the continuation of a dialogue between the public and the private, in 

which, however, their original meaning gets mixed and confused. Regarding the 

places where “Apartment Art” and Beijing East Village take place, it is difficult to 

define in a strict sense whether they are public or private spaces, because the 

boundaries between them are becoming increasingly blurred. This discourse 

brings us to Foucault’s concept of “heterotopy” analyzed by Tonkiss (2005) in 

the following words:  

“[…] the modern heterotopia is not, however confined to disciplinary spaces. 

Other sites subvert or escape the commonplace order of space by putting in a 

place their own space logic. Foucault cites the quarantined, quarter, the brothel, 

the cinema, the library, the public bath, the sauna, the motel room, used for illicit 

sex” (p.133).  
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We cannot deny that both for the “Apartment Art” and for the Beijing East 

Village there is a need to create a space with its own “logic” at the base of their 

creation. The artists, who participated in these artistic experiences, recreate a 

new space where they are able to reproduce those dynamics and functions that 

normally occur in specific areas, but are in this specific moment controlled by 

forces that determine their logics and contents. To define these kinds of spaces 

we could, in addition to the example of Foucault’s "heterotopy", also use the 

term “counter-spaces”, theorized by Lefebvre, of which Tonkiss (2005) makes a 

clear definition: “[…] such counter-spaces resist the dominant organization of 

space around the requirements of political order or the interests of economic 

accumulation” (p.134). This positioning between political power and that of the 

market is the key component in the creation of these new spaces of artistic 

creation. Gao Minglu (2011) describes this “positioning” with these words: 

“[…] this daily-life, experimental art practice reveals an avant-garde ideology in 

its response to the particular social space of the early 1990s, when the avant-

garde retreated from public space to domestic space under political pressure 

from the authorities, on the one hand, and political pop and cynical realism 

became popular in the international market and museum space, on the other” 

(p.5).  

Another transfiguration of this kind of spaces is the publication of a series of 

books in three volumes. The three books contain the documentation of 

experimental artistic production of those years, in addition to the work of a 

number of Western artists that this generation of artist considered referential. 

The volumes titled “Heipishu 黑皮书” (The Black Cover Book), “Baipishu 白皮书

” (The White Cover Book) and “Huipishu 灰皮书” (The Grey Cover Book) were 

published between 1994 and 1997 and curated by Ai Weiwei, Xu Bing 徐冰

(Chongqing, 1995), Zeng Xiaojun 曾小俊 (Beijing, 1954) and Feng Boyi 馮博一 

(Beijing, 1960). 

This series of publications shows the experimental art produced in the nineties, 

as if it was a real exhibition dedicated to this kind of artistic production, which 

still could not be publicly shown. The alternative spatiality constantly searched 

85



 

 

for by the artists of this period, who want to escape the control of the Power, 

this time finds a “free” space in the printed media. These publications that were 

distributed personally by the publishers themselves and that never arrived on 

the shelves of any bookstore, sold extremely fast. 

Moreover, regarding the field of photography, a publication that reminds of “the 

Black Book Cover” is published in the same year. This magazine, titled “New 

Photo” (Xin sheying 新摄影), is dedicated exclusively to photography edited by 

photographers Rong Rong and Liu Zheng73 and wants to promote a kind of 

photography that privileges the conceptual aspect, as we can see in the editors’ 

words: “When concept enters Chinese Photography, it is as a window suddenly 

opens in a room that had been sealed for years. We can now breathe 

comfortably, and we now reach a new meaning of ‘new photography” (as cited 

in Wu, 2004, p.25)74. The magazine is printed in photocopies and only in a small 

number of copies, distributed clandestinely. A total of four issues were 

published between 1996 and 1998. 

The urgency for a new spatiality after the increase of repression in the post-

Tian’anmen generated certain phenomena that allowed the artists who wanted 

to experiment to be able to complete their projects. The photography definitely 

stops to be exclusively an instrument for documentation of reality, and starts to 

be used by the artists and photographers with artistic aspirations. 

First, photography becomes the ideal instrument to understand, analyze and 

document the more personal aspects of an artist’s life. As we see in the 

representative works of the “Apartment Art” or in Rong Rong’s photographs, the 

personal view becomes one of the themes dealt with by this generation of 

artists. 

                                                 
73

 In regard to this magazine, Rong Rong states: “In 1996, Liu Zheng and I founded the New 
Photo magazine. It had no ISBN and only a crude format. We put our money together and 
copied the photographic works of our friends on the photocopiers in the shops. We took the 
copies home and hand stitched the booklets. There were 20 to 30 copies of each issue; they 
were alive in this simple and direct format. We released four issues from 1996 to 1998; most 
artists had their first publications in our magazine. Looking back, it is a wonder how we 
managed to distribute the magazine. We believe it was precisely this simple expression that led 
us to our distinct attitudes and stance towards photography.” (Rong, 2013). 
74

 In these words it is interesting to note a reference to the modern writer Lu Xun (1881-1936), 

that in the introduction to his collection of short stories “Na han 吶喊”  (Call to Arms, 1923) 

alludes to the same image of a room, sealed for long years, and the consequence of its sudden 
opening. 
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Photography becomes also the privileged instrument for documenting a kind of 

art in vogue at this time, such as Body art and Conceptual art. Firstly because 

of its ability to “analytically” (Marra, 1999, p.162) fix every detail of the action 

realized during a performance where the artist’s body is the nerve center, and 

secondly also because of “indexicality” (Marra, 1999, p.177), when it creates an 

interesting parallel between the object/subject of the artist’s work and its 

photographic reproduction. These ideas are the origin of a rapid development of 

photography in the Chinese art world. 

In experiences such as the “Apartment Art” or the Beijing East Village, the 

separation between public and private space begins to dilute. If the political and 

economic power take possession of public spaces, the artist who does not want 

to give in to their dictates is forced to retreat into private spaces, where these 

powers cannot intervene. But to make their art visible, these spaces are also 

open to the public. 

4.4 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have firstly seen the importance that the space factor 

continues to have in the Chinese artistic production and becomes even more 

important after the events of Tian’anmen. The “Apartment Art” and the “Beijing 

East Village” are the spatial transposition of the artists’ need not to position 

themselves neither on the side of the official nor on the side of the market. Not 

because they refuse it a priori, many of them will in fact become part of these 

two forces of the art world, but because in this certain period it was important to 

stay on the “margin” in order to be able to exercise one’s creative freedom. In 

those “heterotopic spaces” or “counter-spaces” artists literally created their 

spaces where they could feel free to produce and promote their art.  

The walls that divide the private space from the public one, fall down. They 

collapse and appear in front of our eyes as ruins. Just like ruins of houses of the 

old Beijing, demolished to make space for new buildings and photographed by 

Rong Rong, that we will discuss in the next chapter. 
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The two phenomena that we analyzed are the consequence of a period of 

strong repression by the Power. And as we already mentioned in the previous 

chapter, artists dedicate themselves to a personal analysis of their artistic 

production as a response to the attitude of the Power. For this reason 

photography begins to have an essential relevance not only inside of the field 

itself. The creation of ephemeral works or the execution of performative actions 

allows the photographic instrument to become fundamental for documenting 

these kinds of artistic practices.  
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5. THE NINETIES: AN OPENING BETWEEN PUBLIC AND

PRIVATE SPACE 

In this chapter we will focus on various works realized during the nineties. Each 

of them is directly related to a specific place, and we will divide them in three 

different groups: those linked to Tian’anmen Square, those in which ruins of the 

Chinese urban landscape are shown, and those which represent the intimate 

place of the private house.   

It is a kind of path that takes us from the square, public space par excellence, 

through the ruins, open spaces where public and private blend with each other, 

and brings us to the artist’s house, emblematic place of the private.  

In these pages we will understand the relevance of the representation of 

concrete spaces in contemporary photographic production in China and we will 

furthermore see that these artists did not consider the concepts of the public 

and the private as two separate worlds.  

Although the scenery of these works is above all related to the urban, we will in 

the last section see some photographic works that, related to different kinds of 

places, partly move away from the city. 

In the previous chapter we have analyzed artistic experiences that in the 

immediate post-Tian’anmen try to negotiate a spatiality, independent from the 

forces of power and the incipient free market. We have seen how, for a short 

amount of time, the private domestic space becomes the perfect place to 

simulate a kind of alternative circuit of production and promotion of art. In the 

rest of the decade the “independent” artists will have to invent new strategies in 

order to create precarious spaces, both temporally and physically, where to 

exhibit and promote their works of art outside of the official art world. Although 

some official institutions timidly concede small spaces to experimental art75, we 

have to wait for the new millennium, with a change of mentality by the official 

institutions and the consolidation of the art market, in order to assist the spread 

of spaces dedicated to this kind of art. 

75
 Wu Hung (2002, pp.87-88) names those spaces linked to university teaching institutions such 

as the Capital Normal University and the Central Academy of Fine Arts, both in Beijing, that 
opened their exhibition spaces to the experimental art. 
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Ornella De Nigris (2016) makes an interesting analysis of this search for 

exhibition spaces by those artists not related to the officialdom:  

“In the 1990s, many started to commit themselves to the exploration of new 

spaces for the production and the exhibition of their works. They considered the 

exhibition space as an integral with the artwork, and aside from gaining 

experience in new methods of artistic expression, they began to gather 

experience with unconventional locations for the production and exhibition of 

their artwork, for example, offices, apartments, open spaces, old and 

abandoned buildings, and isolated urban areas” (p.57).  

To these we can add “private spaces” with public access, such as shopping 

malls and supermarkets (Wu, 2002a, pp.90-91), to demonstrate how the official 

pressure was eased during this decade. 

For photography in the People’s Republic of the nineties this was a period of 

wide diffusion on the artistic level. The medium of photography is not only used 

by the photographers who make an exclusive use of it, but also by many artists 

who normally dedicate to other disciplines and now begin to experiment with 

photography. Artists who work with performance art also begin to personally 

photograph their actions, also because of the issues related to the authorship of 

the photographs that arise in this period76. 

Photography is the main means of documentation of this kind of actions 

because video is not yet widespread. Examples of video art were few, partly 

because of the high price of buying or renting a camera that a single artist could 

not afford (Costantino, 2006, p.165). 

Many painters began to use photography, while others continue using 

photography as a reference for creation of their own works77. One of them is the 

artist Liu Xiaodong 刘小东 (Jincheng, 1963), who produces his paintings from 

photographs that he had previously taken. The themes that he favors result to 

be very photographic, since Liu takes inspiration from his daily life and from his 

intimate and familiar world. He also shows interest in reproducing street scenes 

76
 When deciding to whom the profits of selling the photographs that depicted performative 

actions should go to, an argument arose among the artists of the Beijing East Village. 
77

 Wu Hung (2004b) considers that, from the Maoist’s era on, there is a continuity of realistic 
painting in the use of the photographic medium. 
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that strike him in one way or another. Liu is considered to be one of the leading 

artists of a pictorial trend, developed in the early nineties, that is called “Jinjiuli 

yishu 近 距 离 艺 术 ” (Close-Up Art). This expression is taken from the 

photographic and cinematographic terminology and perfectly expresses the 

realistic and at the same time subjective approach of this group of artists. A 

break with the painting of the previous decade is marked by a strong conceptual 

component: “Setting into their peaceful lifestyles, these artists have created an 

enormous cultural rift from the maddening infatuation with the explosive and 

dysphoric concepts that preceded them”78.  

In those years Liu Xiadong creates a strong relationship with the directors of the 

so-called “Sixth Generation”79, so that in addition to appearing in one of the 

iconic films of this period, “Beijing zazhong 北京杂种” (Beijing Bastards) by 

Zhang Yuan 张元  (Nannjing, 1963) from 1993, he also stars in the film 

“Dongchun de rizi 冬春的日子 ” (the Days) by Wang Xiaoshuai 王小帅 

(Shanghai, 1966) in the same year. The director of the latter film was later on 

inspired by one of Liu’s paintings in the process of ideation of his film “Shiqisui 

de danche 十七岁的单车” (Beijing bicycles) from 2001 (Ling, 2010, p.98). This 

network of relationships can give us an idea of the extensive network of existing 

connections between artists of different disciplines in China of those years. Far 

from being closed in watertight compartments, these artists influence and 

inspire each other.  

The so-called “Sixth Generation” of Chinese directors is recognized for 

privileging the representation of public spaces with a realist approach. As Zhang 

Zhen (2007) claims:  

“Marginalized by the studios, and thus the exclusion from or limited access to 

expensive indoor shooting, the low-budget independent or semi-independent 

filmmakers take their cameras and crews to the street, the marketplace, the 

                                                 
78

 “Urban life serves as their creative backdrop and the intersection between their opinions on 
life and on art shapes their fundamental viewpoints” (Yin, 2010, p.156).  
79

 “The Sixth Generation of directors denotes the group of mostly inipendent filmmakers who 
began deirecting after 1989. They are sometimes also called the ‘urban generation’because of 
their focus on city culture. Generally aknowledge as the founder of the Sixth-Generation style is 
Zhang Yuan, whose third feature Beijing Bastards (Beijing zazhong) – with its marginal 
characters, semi-underground life style, low budget, non-professional actors and improvised 
script – became the representative piece of new urban cinema in the early 1990s.” (Linder, 
2005, p.766)  
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residential areas, in short the vast ‘location’ outside the walls of the system” 

(p.19).  

Just like their colleagues from other art fields, artists within the film world are 

also looking for new spaces. These directors found the ideal set to show their 

stories in the “urban world”. 

Chinese cities and the rapid development that they have undergone in recent 

years will be a recurring theme in this and the following chapter. The works that 

will be analyzed are almost all realized or connected with the urban space. 

The nineties are a period of great change at the urban level for the People’s 

Republic: Chinese cities transform in huge metropolis in only a few years’ time. 

Since the beginning of the era of economic reforms from 1978 until 1993, the 

urban population increased from a rate of 17.9% of the total population to 

28.14% (Gold, 2000, p.55). In 2014 the urban population has already exceeded 

50% and it is expected that by 2050 it will exceed 70% (United Nations, 2014). 

One of the main reasons for this rapid increase was the land reform promoted 

at the beginning of the “New Era”, which led to a rise in unemployment in the 

Chinese countryside, generating an impressive migratory flux towards the major 

cities of the country, which was difficult for the state to control (Gold, 2000, 

p.55). Despite the rigidity of the hukou system, there was no way of preventing

this huge flow of a part of the population coming to the big cities. 

Beijing, the main scenery of the photographs that we discuss below, is one of 

the examples of the fastest growth: in 1990 its population was around 7 million 

inhabitants, but has reached 20 million inhabitants in 2014, thus doubling in only 

two decades 80 . This phenomenon of frenetic increase of the population is 

reflected in the changing urban landscape, part of the old quarters of the city 

are destroyed to make space for new buildings with greater capacity and better 

living conditions. A destiny shared by the small villages surrounding the capital 

that are with time ingurgitated by the expansion of the metropolis. The structure 

of these housing sediments was based on the ancient composition of 

80
 Cases of other cities could clarify the dimension of this phenomenon: Shanghai’s population 

increased from 7.8 millions in 1990 to 23 millions in 2014, or the exceptional case of Shenzhen 
that from a fishing village became a megalopolis in twenty years (a population of 900 thousand 
inhabitants in 1990, currently reaching 10 millions in 2014) (UN, 2014). 
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neighborhoods known as hutongs 胡同 , composed of housing units called 

siheyuan 四 合 院 , one-floor houses with an internal backyard. But the 

destruction did not only change the urban landscape, as we will see below in 

the disapproval of some artists; a complex fabric of human relationships 

disappeared as well, the legacy of a predominantly agrarian culture. These 

neighborhoods were a micro-world of personal relationships between families 

and neighbors. Below we will analyze Rong Rong’s photographs, illustrating the 

desolation of the ruins of the ancient neighborhoods of the capital and the 

“traces” left by their former residents. 

On the grounds of a disappearing town another one is being built, full of high 

and anonymous buildings, small apartments like solitary cubicles, spacious 

streets crowded with cars. A city that stretches infinitely to the surrounding area 

in an unstoppable advance. 

A monstrous city that stands above the body of the artist Chen Lingyang as a 

symbol of a male-dominated society, while she is looking for herself within her 

private spaces. Spaces that we can also find in the Song Yongping’s shots, 

which describe the last days of life of his parents in a cramped apartment in an 

anonymous building. Their hopes for a bright and perfect society now lie under 

a mountain of objects collected during their life. In this image that we find in the 

last picture of the series that will be analyzed, Song Yongping seems to 

represent a monument to anonymity. In the meantime, another monument 

persists immutably in the heart of the capital: Tian’anmen Square, the 

emblematic square recurring in this research, which appears in the shots of Ai 

Weiwei and Song Dong. A place where the collective memory of a people is 

confused with that of the individuals passing through it. Despite the Power trying 

to impose its uniforming will on the square, the square escapes, because it 

attracts the individual experiences of an entire population. 

It is therefore the receptacle city of human experiences, the background and the 

central stage for the works that we discuss below. The city that is the perfect 

symbol of China’s period of change in the last four decades. In his study of 

recent Chinese urbanization, Hassenpflug (2010) says: “The most significant 

aspect of China’s contemporary spatial urban development is the speed and 

depth with which the old, poor, backward China is quite literally demolished, 
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discarded and replaced by a new, glittering China” (p.8). A Chinese writer from 

the nineties describes the change underway in the city of Beijing as that of an 

“invisible speed” (in Chinese kan bu jian de shudu 看不见的速度, a speed that 

can not be captured by a simple view)81. The use of the eye prosthesis, the 

camera, seems to reveal the contradictions of this period more than any other 

artistic medium. It seems to slow down the incredible speed of change in China, 

making visible what the human eye alone cannot perceive. Just like with 

Muybridge’s horses, whose imperceptible movements are revealed by the 

analytical eye of the instrument, the photography creates a sequence of shots 

that help us understand this period of great change. Below we selected a small 

number of photographs, illustrative of this era, that allow us to continue our 

reflection on the ongoing dialogue between public and private spaces. 

 

5.1 The Square, where the Public Opens to the Private 

A limpid black and white shows one of the protagonists of a Wim Wenders 

film82, accompanying an old man in a large open space in the middle of Berlin. 

With the gaze directed towards the esplanade, he remembers the sounds, the 

smells, the tastes and the visions of what was once the heart of the city, 

Potsdamer Platz, now reduced to a large “opening” in the middle of the city, in 

the center of which stands the “wall”. The “square”, as a place of collective 

memory of a people, “is a site of collective belonging […]” writes Tonkiss 

(2005), who then adds: “this most literal version of public space is also its 

deepest ideal, premised on a notion of the public as a political community and a 

claim to certain spaces as a simple expression of citizenship” (p.67).  

Below we will analyze some shots where Tian’anmen Square is the central 

subject of artists’ works. It is easy to understand the uniqueness of this place, it 

is not like any public place, a sacred aura surrounds it, not only because of what 

it represents for the Power, but also because it is a repository of common 

                                                 
81

 The writer is Xu Kun 徐坤, in the short story “Re gou 热狗” (Hot Dog) (as cited in Y. Zhang, 

2000, p.326). 
82

 The film is “Der Himmel über Berlin” (1987) directed by Wim Wenders. 
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personal memories of most of the Chinese population. This emblematic site 

thus recurs once again in our research, an aspect that proves the importance 

that this plaza in the heart of Beijing has had for the recent history of China 

even more. In all these years, Tian’anmen Square has been the nerve center of 

the country’s political power, as well as the monument to the memory and 

common history of his people. A centrality that reaches its climax with the new 

Chinese course after 1949, but it begins to acquire its own protagonism already 

in the years of transition between the dying Qing Dynasty and the Republic. 

Since the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, the idea of the country’s 

founding father was to make this square a symbol of the “new” China. Piper 

Gaubatz (2008) writes about it:  

“The most spectacular ‘new’ type of public space to be introduced into the 

landscape of Chinese cities after 1949 was the public square. These massive 

urban features, modeled after Moscow’s Red Square and other Soviet 

examples, were meant to house the scripted mass demonstrations of 

revolutionary fervor that characterized Maoist China. […] Tiananmen Square 

was the most symbolic of these new spaces; replacing the offices of 

bureaucrats that flanked the road leading to the gates of the ‘forbidden city’, the 

square, suitable for thousands of people to gather, stands at the heart of 

Beijing, and in a symbolic sense, at the heart of the People’s Republic” (p.76).  

A square that in its design during the socialist era has not only assembled 

around its center a number of monuments and buildings, symbols of the political 

power, but has assumed a value of a monument itself. Lefebvre (2008) carries 

out an interesting analysis of the “monument”, and connotes two opposite 

characteristics that coexist in it: the first one is connected with a strong 

“repressive” nature, “it is the seat of an institution (the Church, the State, the 

University)” (p.609), each space that is created in its surroundings is “colonized” 

or “oppressed” by that institution; the second one represents “the only 

conceivable or imaginable site of collective (social) life. It controls people, yes, 

but does so to bring them together”, exactly because monuments “[…] embody 

a sense of transcendence, a sense of being elsewhere” (p.609).  

These two characteristics can be perfectly applied to Tian’anmen Square, which 

on the one side has become a monument, transformed into a symbol of a 
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political power that undisputedly dominated over the last sixty years, and is on 

the other side a place of unification of an entire people. The Chinese people, 

however, appropriate or have appropriated the square for different purposes 

and in various moments: the everyday use for leisure and pleasure is, as we 

have already seen, opposed the use of the square for demonstrating discontent 

and the desire of change. Moreover, the term “square”, in Chinese  guangchang

广场, can also indicate the space of a shopping center. In relation to this, Dai 

Jinhua (2002) makes an analysis of the ambiguous relationship between the 

current political power and the free market: “In a certain way, the contemporary 

usage of guangchang, a term that once had such special significance, exposes 

the passing of the revolutionary era and the arrival of the age of consumerism” 

(p.217)83. 

This ambivalence or ambiguity of Tian’Anmen Square is the raw material that 

many Chinese artists have used for the creation of their own works. Below we 

will analyze two works by two artists who take the Square as the main subject of 

their works: Ai Weiwei deals with the relationship with the Power and Song 

Dong focuses on personal experiences that are related to this emblematic 

square. 

The first of the two photographic works that will be analyzed is carried out by Ai 

Weiwei, an artist now internationally known especially for his problematic 

relationship with the Chinese government. Ai Weiwei is a versatile artist whose 

work ranges from sculpture to performance art, from architecture to music, and 

photography has always played an important role in his artistic career as well. 

The first photographic works by Ai Weiwei are closely related to his own 

personal experience. The subject of the shots in question is his life during his 

years in the United States. This photographic series was exhibited to the public 

only in 2011: a period from 1983 and 1993 that roughly corresponds to a 

decade during which he develops, in parallel to his artistic work resulting from 

the influence of artists such as Andy Warhol and Duchamp, a photographic 

documentary style reminiscent of that of American masters such as Robert 

83
 Zhang Yinjing (2007a) states: “En definitiva, la Plaza de Tian’anmen, como la quintaesencia 

de guangchang en la China contemporánea, constituye un espacio simultáneamente absoluto, 
abstracto y contradictorio, diferente, social, de ocio; un potencial contra-espacio y a partir de 
ahí, un espacio utópico” (p.95). 
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Frank, whom he gets to know personally during his years abroad. Once he 

returned to China, he began to introduce conceptual elements in his own 

photography and Tian’anmen Square becomes one of the first “targets”. The 

Square becomes the object of some of his more irreverent and protesting shots. 

In the photograph “June 1994” [Fig. 5.01], Ai Weiwei depicts a girl (his wife) 

posing in front of the main building of the Square, the Tian’anmen gate, 

normally dominated by the portrait of the “Great Helmsman”. The shot brings to 

mind the many portraits that visitors from every corner of the country have 

realized in the past decades and still do. The photograph of the girl is, however, 

taken in a moment, when she is performing a gesture that seems unusual. She 

is lifting up her skirt, showing her underwear. Behind her we can observe the 

typical coming and going of tourists that characterize a typical day in the 

Square: we can glimpse some of them posing for the classic ritual of the 

portrait; we can also see two guards marching in perfect synchrony. The 

presence of a motorcycle and its conductor, who occupy the central part of the 

shot, sharing the lead role with the girl, gives way for further reflection on the 

picture: this intrusive protagonist seems to look at the girl, and as observers of 

the scene we could coincide with his point of view, this assuming the role of 

direct spectators of the scene. 

The shot does not need further detailed study because its power is in the fact 

that it is explicitly provocative. The image of Tian’anmen Square, with its 

symbolic door dominated by Mao’s portrait, stands here as a symbol of the 

government and the repressive power of the People’s Republic. Ai Weiwei, 

however, does not only question the symbol of Power in itself. His criticism is 

directed also to the Chinese people who accepted this place as a place of 

pilgrimage. What should simply be a symbolic place of power has become a 

kind of place of worship where people come to pay their respects. 

Since 1949, the representation of Tian’anmen Square, and above all, the 

silhouette of the “Heavenly peace door” with Mao’s portrait, is one of the 

recurring elements in the Chinese artistic imagination. From pictures that show 

the time of the proclamation of the republic, including the most famous of all, the 

painting by Dong Xiwen 董希文 (Shaoxing, 1914-1973) “Kai guo dadian 开国大

典” (The Founding of the Nation) at the beginning of the fifties [Fig. 5.02], to 
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those who show Mao talking to the square invaded by the Red Guards at the 

beginning of the Great Cultural Revolution, such as in the famous shot of Weng 

Naiqiang [Fig. 1.26]. During the fifties and sixties the Square also became the 

main place of pilgrimage for the Chinese, so we can find many souvenir 

portraits of families with the symbolic door behind them (Braester, 2010). For 

example, the painting by Sun Zixi 孙滋溪 (Longkou, 1929) “Tian’anmen qian 天

安门前” (In front of Tian’anmen) from 1964 shows a group of people in the 

foreground, representing the various categories of socialist society, about to 

make a souvenir photo [Fig. 5.03]. Especially with the beginning of the “New 

Era” and even more, of course, after 1989, Tian’anmen Square becomes a real 

obsession for contemporary Chinese artists. From the celebratory tone of 

previous years it passes to the ironic and irreverent representations by artists 

belonging to the artistic currents of the “Political Pop” or “Cynical realism”, or 

other more openly critical visions. As Wu Hung (2005a) states in the book 

dedicated to Tian’anmen Square: “It is also not surprising that, when an 

unofficial art finally emerged in post-Mao China, it would turn the Square in a 

combat zone, challenging the place’s authority in order to realize its own 

unorthodox identity” (p.165). These works often resemble the works produced 

during the Maoist era described above, in order to make a satirical or critical 

reinterpretation. As in the case of the painting “Tian’anmen qian ge liu ying 天安

门前留个影 ” (In front of Tian’anmen) realized by Wang Jinsong 王劲松 

(Heilongjiang, 1963) in 1992 [Fig. 5.04], clearly referencing the work by Sun 

Zixi, where, instead of the various components of the socialist society, the 

foreground depicts people who wear trendy “New Era” clothes, representing the 

change taking place in the Chinese society. 

Returning to Ai Weiwei and his personal relationship with Tian’anmen Square, 

in 1997 he started creating his famous photographic series “Study of 

Perspective” [Fig. 5.05], in which he represents numerous buildings and 

symbolic places of power which he finds around the world, always portraying 

them with his middle finger in the foreground that rises imperiously at the sight 

of these places in sense of a challenge. 

Perhaps less explicit but conceptually more interesting is the series of shots 

titled “Seven Frames” [Fig. 5.06] in which he portrays one of the guards who 
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always keeps watch over the Square. The portrait is composed of a series of 

shots that reproduce the guards’ body in seven sections, from head to toe, 

seven fragments that each correspond to a frame of the photographic film. The 

artist always exhibits the photograph with a contact print of the negative, thus 

making the order of the sequence clear. This negative fragment becomes an 

analytical portrait of the personification of the power of the Square: the 

individual in the uniform does not differ much from the monument which he 

guards, cold and impassive, imposing the will of the established Power. 

A few days after the celebration of Chinese New Year in 1996, the artist Song 

Dong carried out a performative action that was composed of two parts. To 

document the performance, Song Dong decided to use a camera and an audio 

recorder. 

In the first part of the performance we can see the artist lying upside down on 

Tian’anmen Square esplanade where there is minus nine degrees Celsius. He is 

breathing deeply for forty minutes, without moving at all [Fig. 5.07]. His breath is 

freezing on the stone, creating an ice trace of his presence, which disappears 

after a few moments. 

Song Dong states: “Medical examiners have a simple method for determining 

whether a human being is alive: by placing a cold piece of glass in front of a 

person’s mouth, they can conclude from any trace of breath left on the glass if 

the person is indeed alive” (as cited in Wu, 2004, p.211). 

As claimed by Wu Hung (2005b), the realization of this performance in the 

emblematic square is not limited to its symbolism, but also refers to “an actual 

place, where real historical events take place” (p.54). Through his breath of life, 

his performance is a remembrance of the great human show, of the story of the 

country, of those events that have taken Tian’anmen as a setting and that are 

well established in the historical memory of the Chinese people. Regarding 

Song Dong’s performance, Wu Hung (2004a) writes:  

“[…] he tries to inject life into the desert square, thereby bringing us to those 

brief moments in history when the square was transformed into a ‘living place’. 

It reminds us that in 1996 the square still remained an unfeeling monolith. 

Breathing not only represents a continuing effort to challenge this monolithic 
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power but also demonstrates the extreme difficulty of making any change: all 

Song Dong’s effort produced was a tiny pool of ice, which disappeared before 

the next morning.” (p.26).  

The second part of the action takes the Houhai Lake in the old part of the 

capital as its setting [Fig. 5.08]. At a temperature of eight degrees Celsius below 

zero, also for forty minutes, Song Dong lies down on the frozen lake and starts 

breathing deeply. “The ice remained as ice” (as cited in Wu, 2004a, p.211), 

affirms Song Dong commenting the photographic documentation of his action. 

With this performative action the artist wants to analyze the relation made of 

experiences, which is created between an individual and a particular place. On 

the unchanging and immense stone expanse of the square Song Dong only 

manages to create an ephemeral trace of ice that the following day disappears 

completely. He does that to underline the inability to change the stiffness of the 

great monument, as claimed by Wu Hung. In the second part of the 

performance, however, a more intimate relationship between the artist’s breath 

and the icy surface of the lake is created. Two spaces that within the same city 

represent two different ways to relate to the individual memory: the square and 

its close relationship with the historical memory of a people, and a lake84, that 

could just as well be a park, to which the individuals relate the memories of their 

own personal history85. In Song Dong’s action echoes what Manuel Delgado 

(2001) defines as “memorias urbanas” (p.12), all the set of polymorphic 

memories that escape the homologating memory of the political power. And 

again quoting Delgado (2001), Tian’anmen Square is for Song Dong not a 

“lugar de memoria” but a “lugar del olvido”. A place where those “memories” 

that escape the control of the Power have no location, and where the Power 

promotes “un organismo congruente, un paisaje pacificado en el cual el 

murmullo urbano ha cesado y reina una armonía solemne y tranquila” (p.11). 

84
 The Houhai lake, not far away from the Forbidden City, is a place of leisure for the Beijinger, 

the inhabitant of Beijing. 
85

 Zhang Yingjin (2010) quoted Jia Zhangke, a director and member of the so-called Sixth 
Generation: “Remembering history is no longer the exclusive right (tequan) of the governement. 
As an ordinary intellectual, I firmly believe that our culture should be teeming with unofficial 
memories (mingjian de jiyi)”. Then the author adds: “By renouncing cultural myth and national 
identity, these young directors announced the arrival of personal filmmaking (geren dianying), 
and as a consequence they were sometimes designated as the ‘newborn generation’ (xinsheng 
dai)” (p.105). 
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Tian’anmen Square often recurs in Song Dong’s work. After the performance 

just analyzed, the artist realized several works whose central element is this 

emblematic place: the 1988 video “Taking pictures in front of Tiananmen” in 

which he analyzes the act of taking a photo in front of the monument; “Jump” 

from 1999, another video where the artist jumps in front of the gate of the 

Forbidden City differentiating himself from the crowds which go there on 

pilgrimage; “Family members: a Photo studio” from 1998, where he projects on 

the wall of the gallery several photos of his family that he took years before in 

front of iconic Chinese monuments, including Tian’anmen of course, then 

inviting the audience to position themselves in the places of his relatives; or the 

1999 video “Smashing Mirrors”, where Tian’anmen, reflected in a mirror, is 

reduced into thousand pieces by the impact of a hammer. When Wu Hung 

asked him why this obsession with the Squre, he replied that “he feels that the 

Square is the real ‘art space’” (Wu, 2005a, p.232).    

An opinion that is not very different from that of the director Zhang Yuan 张元, 

who in 1994 together with Duan Jinchuan 段锦川 (Chengdu, 1962) makes a 

documentary of Tian’anmen Square in real time, titled “Guangchang 广场” (The 

Square). One hundred minutes of images during which we observe the daily life 

that takes place in the square. Regarding his project, Zhang Yuan affirms: “In 

fact, this is the relevant aim of the documentary: the square is like a huge stage, 

where since a long time ago until today, this performance never ended”.  And 

he adds: “What is the square? The idea of a square is like the big tip of an 

iceberg that appears on the water surface. All sorts of people appear in the 

square and one can assist many events, but in the iceberg under the surface a 

complicate network of relationships persists” (as cited in Zhu & Mei, 2004, 

p.128) 86. Despite the attempt of the Power to turn Tian’anmen Square into a

monolithic monument of its history, it instead becomes the changing “scenery” 

of life, of human experiences, of moments related to the individual memory. 

86
 [Translated from the original by the author] 
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5.2 The Ruins: a Breach in the Division Between the 

Public and the Private 

The storm described by Walter Benjamin blows on the “Middle Kingdom”, and 

the Chinese artists, like the angel designed by Klee, with their gaze to the past, 

are pushed by it towards the future. In the following pages we will analyze the 

work of artists who would like to “ben trattenersi, destare i morti e ricomporre 

l’infranto” (Benjamin, 2013, p.80). But the speed with which the storm blows in 

this country is unstoppable, and their experiences are reduced to the latest 

evidence of a past now destined to disappear. 

Whole neighborhoods of the Chinese metropolis are destroyed in order to leave 

space for new housing or commercial spaces. Chinese urban landscape of the 

last twenty years is represented by an endless construction site. 

Not only old buildings in decay are destined to disappear, but the whole social 

fabric that has been created in these places in the recent decades. In the words 

of the artist Song Dong we read the nostalgia for a world that is disappearing:  

“The type of relationships I used to entertain with other people living in the same 

hutong, which was probably very similar to those of other people living in other 

ones, is slowly disappearing. Now everybody lives in compounds, in high-rise 

buildings. The relationships between family and family, between who is living 

here and who is living there, have changed. So have the relationship among 

individuals with the same family. Nothing is so multifaceted anymore. 

Everything is much narrower and more clearly spelled out. Perhaps I am 

infatuated with a slowly vanishing type of relationship between people” (Dal 

Lago, 2000, p.86). 

In the mid-nineties, Song Dong’s wife, Yin Xiuzhen, tried to commemorate this 

disappearance of the social and human fabric of the old neighborhoods of the 

capital in various installations, such as the one titled “Fei du 废都” (Ruined 

Capital)87 [Fig. 5.09] exposed in 1996 in the exhibition hall of the Capital Normal 

University in Beijing. The installation consists of objects and fragments that she 

                                                 
87

 With the same title was published in 1993 a book by Jia Pingwa.  
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collected in the buildings of a certain area, demolished to leave space for new 

and more modern buildings: furniture, such as a double bed, a wardrobe, a 

table, covered with mountains of dust, sediments of destruction. On the ground 

there is a certain number of tiles, belonging to the roofs of the buildings, 

positioned in regular rows. Objects and debris that, according to Ling Xiaoping 

(2010), belong to the collective memory of the inhabitants of the hutong: “[…] 

they are cherished by the artist as a transitory vision of the vanquished cultural 

landscape, meaningful only to a certain ‘chosen’ audience, that is, ‘hutong 

dwellers’, whose life still resembles that of old days in Beijing” (p.61). During the 

making of this installation, Yin Xiuzhen photographically recorded the buildings 

about to be destroyed and its inhabitants. These photographs were then 

displayed in the installation only on a few occasions, positioned on the back of 

the tiles belonging to the destroyed buildings. In this way the entire installation 

seems to remind us of a funereal space, transmitting a strong sense of loss, a 

sort of mausoleum in memory of the life lived in those buildings that are now 

gone. 

The destruction, as mentioned, is not limited only to the old houses of the 

capital. The Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing, the most important art 

institution in the country, had its own buildings just a few steps away from 

Tian’anmen Square, before being demolished and then relocated away from the 

heart of the city, to leave space for a large shopping area. The art group formed 

by three academy professors of sculpture, Sui Jianguo 隋建国 (Qingdao, 1956), 

Zhan Wang 展望 (Beijing, 1962) and Fan Yu 于凡 (Qingdao, 1966), calling 

themselves “Sanren lianhe gongzuoshi 三人联合工作室” (the Three Man United 

Studio), organized some installations in the spaces of the academy before it 

was definitely demolished. Among the series of installations, grouped under the 

title “Kaifa Jihua 开发计划” (Property Development), there was a reconstruction 

of a classroom in the middle of the ruins, with its chairs, desks and blackboard 

[Fig. 5.10], recreated by the artist Sui Jianguo, exactly where there was, prior to 

the beginning of the destruction, one of the institution’s classrooms. 

In the same period another member of the group, Zhan Wang, created a 

photographically documented performance in some buildings in the process of 

destruction, where he carried out a cleaning and restoration of the walls that 
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were still holding up. The performance called “Qing xi fei 清洗废 ” (Ruin 

Cleaning) [Fig. 5.11] is probably one of the first artistic works that directly deal 

with the problem related to the destruction of the old town districts of the capital. 

The representation of the “ruins” as a landscape of Chinese modernity soon 

becomes a “topos” of Chinese contemporary art88. This is reflected also in the 

1999 work “Bai chai tu 百拆图” (One Hundred Signs of Demolitions), created by 

Wang Jinsong 王劲松 [Fig. 5.12], who produced one hundred photographs in 

which the chai 拆 character stands out, meaning “demolish” in Chinese. This 

character is painted on the buildings in the process of being destroyed, a seal 

that indicates an unavoidable destiny. Between 1998 and 1999 another artist, 

Zhang Dali 张大力 (Harbin, 1963), who is considered to be one of the first to 

introduce Street Art in the PRC, reproduces the demolition of buildings in the 

capital through a series of photographs. Zhang Dali uses the photographic 

instrument to document his graffiti in the series “Duihua 对话” (Dialogue) [Fig. 

5.13], which consists of a silhouette of the artist’s head profile, sprayed on a 

ruined wall. In the background, depending on the photograph, appear new 

buildings under construction or the Forbidden City pavilions, precisely to 

highlight this situation of passage between remains of the past and new 

buildings of the future. Regarding this project, Zhang Dali says:  

“In the process of creating this work I had two meanings in mind. At the time the 

art circles in China where mostly represented by artists working in their own 

studios, in private and closed spaces. The artist was talking to himself. […] I 

88
 Also because, as Robin Visser (2010) affirms: “In many Chinese cities radical demolition has 

continued for more than a decade, keeping metropolises like Beijing in a state of perpetual 
destruction and disruption”, (p.146). Not only in the artistic field, also in the movies produced in 
this period and the following decade the representations of ruined buildings increased 
considerably, as stated by Sebastian Veg (2010) regarding the Sixth Generation of directors: 
“Their works thus define an aesthetics marked by ruins, destruction, and (sometimes) 
rebuilding,[… ]”, (p.7). Or as Yomi Braester (2007) sustains: “the photographic and cinematic 
documentation turns the city into an exhibition space for personal and collective 

traumas”(p.165). Movies such as “Xiaowu 小武” (the Pickpocket) by Jia Zhangke 贾樟柯, where 

in the background of the story, a scenery represented by a city on the verge of being 
demolished is presented. We can recognize the chai character on the walls of the buildings, 
while trucks full of personal objects are driving through the city streets. In the movie by Zhang 

Yuan “Guonian huijia 过年回家” (Seventeen Years), the main character comes back to her old 

neighborhood in Beijing, and only finds a large stretch of ruins, among which is almost 
impossible to recognize her childhood places and her parents’ house. See also Xavier Ortells-
Nicolau (2015). Urban Demolition and the Aestetics of Recent Ruins in Experimental 
Photography from China. (Doctoral Dissertation). 
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wanted to move my art from the studio out into society; I wanted my art to be 

connected and related to the people. The second meaning was the change that 

occurred in the environment. That dramatic change gave me a kind of shock; it 

gave me the initial force to create such a work of art” (R. Smith, 2009, p.108). 

Rong Rong, in his wandering around the city of Beijing, is attracted to this latest 

“spectacle”89 of Chinese modernity: “I am always attracted by ruins. I cannot 

bring myself to pass a half-destroyed house without entering it: I feel that I can 

always find something – no matter what – inside.” (as cited in Wu, 2002b, p.46). 

In his intention we find an approach, different from the artists presented earlier. 

Rong Rong is not a Beijing ren, he is not originally from the capital, he does not 

seem to be motivated by a personal feeling, it seems that he is moved by a 

desire for discovery. 

It was 1996 and the experience of the Beijing East Village was already over 

when Rong Rong began his personal research that led him to create a series of 

photographs dedicated to the ruins of the old neighborhoods of the capital. This 

series can be divided into two parts: the first in which Rong Rong took pictures 

of the ruins with a distant framing to give a general and wide overview of the 

destruction landscape; the second in which the photographer with his lens 

moved closer to the objects, in order to reproduce some fragments of the 

houses that particularly intrigue him90 . In the latter case, the photographer 

focuses on a series of images, photographs or posters belonging to the 

inhabitants of the old houses that are still attached to the walls left standing. As 

Wu Hung (2005b) writes: “each series, therefore, produces a shift in the 

viewer’s perception from a ‘photo’ to a ‘ photo-within-a-photo’” (p.119). 

In the first picture of the series [Fig. 5.14] a lonely figure moves among the 

rubble of a wide landscape in destruction, unidentifiable because it is taken from 

behind. There is no human presence, except maybe a woman’s picture, a 

photograph or a poster in a wooden frame, which was saved from destruction. 

89
 Gao Minglu, recalling Debord’s concept, affirms that in the contemporary Chinese metropolis 

various “spectacles” (qiguan 奇观) coexist: ruins (feixu 废墟) and big buildings (gaosong de 

dasha 高耸的大厦), limousines of the nouveau riche and the barebacked workers, neon lights of 

the commercial centers and the dark galleries, etc.  (Gao, 2006, p.210). 
90

 “The perceptual change produced by each of these two photo series, therefore, is a shift from 
ruins to ruined pictures, from architecture to image, and from context to content” (Wu, 2005b, 
p.118).
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The photographer is interested in this figure, so he moves closer and takes a 

photo [Fig. 5.15]: the man until a while ago present in the framing disappears, 

the image of the woman turns to the right side, protected by a small structure. 

Rong Rong is indeed affected by these particulars, old photos and posters of 

actresses and female TV show still hanging on the crumbling walls, so he 

decides to reproduce them photographically. These fragments photographed by 

Rong Rong as a kind of objects trouves, cause in the artist a remembrance of 

his own past. It is the reminiscent power of photography that we can find in his 

words: 

“I remember I was in love with a picture in a calendar. That was a portrait of 

Deng Lijun. I was small, not yet ten years old. Her songs were forbidden at that 

time. People told me that her songs were obscene (huangse). This calendar 

was given to my father by one of his friends from the South. It was hung 

upstairs, in my bedroom. As a boy I was rather timid and was often scared 

when sleeping alone. But I felt safe when I saw the portrait. Everyone said she’s 

beautiful and also I thought so. Her eyes followed me around and to me she 

was actually living. I often asked myself why her songs were forbidden. Later, 

such feelings come back to me when I saw the torn pictures on those broken 

walls” (as cited in Wu, 2002b, p.44).  

Following the theoretical reflection of Barthes (1980), the first shot works like 

the studium “l’application à une chose, le goût pour quelqu’un, une sorte 

d’investissement général, empressé, certes, mais sans acuité particulière” 

(p.48), and the second as punctum “c’est lui que part de la scène, comme une 

flèche, et vient me percer” (p.49).  

In the shots by Rong Rong, who is in a sort of formative period, we can read a 

careful search for the inherent characteristics of the medium. The ruins, as well 

as photography, are a condensation of conceptualism, seemingly recalling time 

and memory. Large walls with their doors and windows are resistant to 

destruction, being a “trace” that recalls the memory, affirming the 

presence/absence of an identity, even if lost or now far away from these places. 

They are traces of past lives, those that De Certeau (1984) called “the invisible 
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identities of the visible”91, in this case on the verge of disappearing completely. 

As claimed by Abbas (1997), in his study on Hong Kong before 1997: 

"Photographing disappearance produces a thereness that is not quite there, a 

‘concrete abstraction’(Henri Lefebvre)” (p.106). The ruins recall the past and at 

the same time the future, as Marc Augé (2004) writes: “Ora, almeno per 

qualche tempo, i terreni incolti e i cantieri oltrepassano il presente da due lati. 

Sono spazi in attesa che, talvolta un po’ vagamente, risvegliano anche ricordi. 

Ridestano la tentazione del passato e del futuro” (p.93). This melancholic 

feeling, in which the present exists only in reference to the precariousness of 

the past and the future, can be found in many cultural products of this period92. 

Even so, photography seems to be the ideal medium for presenting the 

conceptualities, inseparable from the representation of the ruins. Gabriele 

Basilico (2007), when he recalls his own experience as a photographer in Beirut 

destroyed by war, writes: “La seduzione che la rovina esercita è legata al 

concetto stesso del tempo. Sembra che la fotografia abbia il potere di guardare 

oltre, o di pensare di rappresentare in sovraimpressione passato e presente 

contemporaneamente” (p.89). Similarities between photography and ruins are 

numerous. In another photographic series Rong Rong searches for 

photographs displayed in public spaces that, because of the deterioration due to 

the passage of time and exposure to different weather conditions, are partly 

worn-out and often unintelligible. Like this, Rong Rong found in this latest series 

of objets trouves a new aspect of the relationship between ruins and 

photography. 

Some years later, Rong Rong again reproduces the act of demolition, but in this 

case it is his house that is destined to be destroyed. He is no longer a mere 

observer of an alien landscape as in the shots analyzed above, but a witness of 

a personal loss. 

                                                 
91

 “[…] It is the very definition of a place, in fact, that it is composed by these series of 
displacements and effects among the fragmented strata that form it and that it plays on these 
moving layers” (De Certeau, 1984, p.108). 
92

 McGrath (2007) who sees this sentiment of suspension between past and future in the Jia 

Zhang-ke’s movie “Zhantai 站台” (Platform, 2000), says: “A temporal distances of […] the 

characters from their hoped-for futures and, on the other, the film maker (and perhaps 
audience) from the past that must now be recalled. These distances are not overcome but 
literally are endured, as both the characters within the film and the viewer watching it experience 
the empty duration of the present moment largely as the absence of some future or past 
fulfillment, lending the film as a whole gradually increasing sense of melancholy” (p.99). 
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The ruins are “metaphorical” of the new Chinese course, they make the state of 

continuous change that the city is going through physically visible. The fate of 

Chinese cities reminds us of the fate of the great European capitals that erased 

a part of their past in the name of progress. The pre-Olympic Barcelona is 

another example, one of the most recent ones, and suggests numerous points 

in common with the pre-Olympic Beijing. In the Catalan capital it was Martì 

Llorenç who photographed the destruction of old neighborhoods that had to give 

place to the Olympic Village. The decision to use a pinhole camera with the 

technique of calotype to document the destruction of old buildings means that, 

because of the long exposure times, “los muros quedaban semitransparentes, 

fantasmales… La arquitectura devenía espectro. La sustancia corpórea se 

hacía mancha translucida. Lo presente devenía inmaterial” (Fontcuberta, 2016, 

p.72). As seen in Rong Rong’s photographs of ruins, the “present” is

“dematerialized”, making the tension between past and future visible. 

5.3 The House, where the Private Opens to the Public 

In the sceneries that Rong Rong reproduced with his camera we found “torn” 

houses. An opening in their interior where the photographer’s lens enters as if 

they were scientific graphics that represent the inner part of an organ or a 

geological fragment. If as Mandanipour (2003) says: “The division of urban 

space into the public and private is a physical manifestation of the relationship 

between private and public spheres in society” (p.6), Rong Rong’s photographs 

document the destruction of this physical barrier underlying spatial divisions in 

society. The root of the distinction between public and private space resides 

here, in the need of division “between the inner space of consciousness and the 

other space of the world, between the human subject’s psyche and the social 

and physical world outside” (Madanipour, 2003, p.7).  Division that is often 

represented by the walls of the house. According to Madanipour (2003), the 

house “is the place with which individuals can most readily identify and it easily 

lends itself to the symbolic expression of personal identity. It offers both 

physical and psychological shelter and comfort” (p.73). 
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Between 1995 and 1997, Yin Xiuzhen photographs doors of all kinds: doors of 

access to public buildings, monuments, family houses or friends’s houses. This 

photographic work was then presented by placing two shots on the two sides of 

a wooden brick, which respectively reproduced the door seen from the inside 

and from the outside. With regard to this work, the artist writes: “I’ve been 

walking through doors into different spaces, including my home, my friends’ 

home, or other places we are familiar with… Doors are everywhere in our life. 

They either join in or separate our life” (as cited in Lu & Zhang, 2012, p.22).  

The works that we will analyze below function, just like doors, as a “separation” 

or “union” with the outside world. The domestic spaces of personal or family 

intimacy are to be presented. The photographic documentation of the private 

that these artists create, has as its ultimate objective the exposure to the public, 

like doors that allow access to these inner worlds. 

For a short period of her life, the artist Chen Lingyang 陈羚羊 found refuge 

within the walls of her house without having contact with the outside world. The 

series of photographs with the title “Twelve Flowers Months” (Shi’er hua yue 十

二花月) [Fig. 5.16, 5.17, 5.18] that we analyze below was realized between 

November 1999 and December 2000 and was inspired by this period of 

complete withdrawal from the outside world. When she talks about the birth of 

this project, Chen Lingyang narrates of this phase of her life, following the 

diploma obtained in 1999: 

“Dans ces circonstances, vous êtes sensible aux données physiologiques, à 

tout ce qui est en rapport avec le corps: la faim, le froid et, en particulier, les 

règles et l’anxiété qui les accompagnent. J’ai observé le cycle du temps, de 

l’aube au crépuscule, observé la lente poussée des plantes, observé le 

changement de saisons. Mais ce n’est pas cette seule expérience qui m’a 

conduite à réaliser ce travail. Ce fut seulement un déclic qui a porté le sujet de 

règles à mon attention. J’étais harcelée par le sujet. Je ne pouvais plus me 

l’ôter de l’esprit. Alors j’ai compris que le sujet était fort et susceptible 

d’exprimer ce que je voulais dire.” (as cited in Nuridsany, 2004, p.196). 
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To realize this personal project, Chen decided to use the photographic medium 

for the first time in her short career as an artist. 

Each photograph of the series depicts a mirror reflecting a female sexual organ 

(that of the artist herself) and menstrual blood that stains it93. The images are 

presented in a frame whose shape is reminiscent of the architectural silhouette 

of the ancient Chinese gardens. Each photo corresponds to a month, and within 

the composition always appears a flower that corresponds to the one that is by 

Chinese tradition linked to the current month94. 

The mirror often recurs in ancient Chinese tradition, in a whole series of stories, 

legends, traditions and customs, which we are not going to list here. It is 

however interesting to analyze the use of the term mirror (jing镜): on the one 

hand in the popular jargon “to clean the mirror” means the act of touching the 

female organ, which then became a way to define the lesbian sexual act 

(Eberhard, 1984, pp.221-223); on the other hand the character for the word 

“mirror” is in Chinese present in many terms related to photography, such as the 

photographic lens (jingtou镜), color filters for the lens (lusejing滤色镜), or the 

act of appearing in a photograph that in Chinese literally translates as “on the 

mirror” (shangjing 上镜) and that has the additional meaning of “photogenic”. 

The artist obviously plays with the many aspects of the mirror and symbolic 

references to Chinese tradition. But here we are interested above all in the 

relationship with photography. The mirror has been linked to the photographic 

instrument since its origin: Oliver Wendell Holmes is one of the first to call it 

“mirror with a memory” in his writings (Muzzarelli, 2003, p.6). The mirror, 

instrument par excellence of the knowledge of one’s body, transmits the same 

ambivalence as photography: on the one hand it is a tool that reflects the reality, 

it does nothing but increase the nature of the body and the physical presence of 

                                                 
93

 In 2000, Chen Lingyang showed her work “Scroll” as a part of the exhibition Fuck Off, held in 
Eastlink Gallery in Shanghai and curated by Ai Weiwei, among others. This work consisted of a 
toilet paper roll stained with her own menstrual blood. The way it was exhibited, if seen from a 
distance, it reminded of a classic Chinese painting roll. The influence of artists that used the 
menstrual cycle in their works or performances has been underlined on various occasions, such 
as Judy Chicago, with her work “Red Flag” form 1971, and Carolee Scheemann, with her 
“Interior Scroll” from 1975 (see He, 2014). During the same decade, Catherine Elwes realized 
the work “Menstruation” in 1979.   
94

 The twelve flowers are: the first: narcissus; the second: magnolia; the third: peach; the fourth: 
peony; the fifth: pomegranate; the sixth: lotus; the seventh: orchid; the eighth: sweet-scented 
osmanthus; the ninth: chrysanthemum; the tenth: poinsettia; the eleventh: camellia; the twelfth: 
plum.   
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the female organ and therefore of the artist; on the other hand, the mirror 

reminds us of it being a symbolic gateway to another world, an otherness, the 

one reflected in the mirror that is maybe not so real, that indeed transports us to 

an imaginary world, or to an artifact world of theatricality. Similar to what 

Foucault suggests when dealing with the already mentioned concept of 

heterotopia95. Or as Fontcuberta (2016) writes about the relationship between 

mirror image and photography: “Los espejos, por tanto, como las cámaras 

fotográficas, se rigen por intenciones de uso y su repertorio de experiencias 

abarca desde la constatación científica hasta la fabulación poética” (p.31). But 

in a photograph, the reflection of the mirror is frozen in time and space, so one 

cannot, as Umberto Eco (2001, p.134) affirms, “choose the framing” and 

reproduce the whole object reflected in it. Chen Lingyang could photograph her 

sexual organ without it being reflected in a mirror. However, in doing so, it 

strengthens the subject of the image which is “frozen” and “framed” twice, in the 

photographic image and in that of the mirror, in addition to giving her work a 

further interpretation, full of conceptual ideas. 

Chen’s shoots and their strong female character can be analyzed as a direct 

confrontation with masculinity dominating the Chinese society96. A few years 

before Chen realized the series, two novels are published, “Siren Shenghuo 私

人生活” (Private Life, 1996) by Chen Ran 陈染 and “Yigeren de zhanzheng 一个

人的战争” (A Self at War, 1994) by Lin Bai 林白, where we find situations in 

which their protagonists use a mirror to analyze and observe their own body:  

“The mirror in both Chen’s (Chen Ran) and Lin’s (Lin Bai) writing is used 

primarily for self-looking, self-reading, self-objectification/alienation, self-

consumption, and self-identification. The relationship between the female 

                                                 
95

 “The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it makes this place that I occupy at the 
moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all the space 
that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through 
this virtual point which is over there.” (Foucault, Michel,1984). 
96

 There are similarities with the photographs of the Victorian photographer Lady Clementina 
Hawarden (1822-1865): “Male photographers at that time often set off to explore faraway 
places. As a woman Hawarden had to work close to home, but by creating these enigmatic 
images of her daughters, she staked out new perimeters for art photography. With careful 
choice of props, clothing, mirrors, balcony, and posture, Hawarden produced exquisite studies 
of her adolescent daughters. The figures and dress are the main subject, carefully framed in the 
room, and often in front of the balcony. The city beyond often provides a blurred background.” 
(Lady Clementina Hawarden: Themes & Style, n.d.).  
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protagonist and the images in the mirror is mostly narcissistic, masochistic, 

erotic, and consuming one” (L.Wang, 2005, p.178).  

In both novels the protagonists also analyze their own body through the mirror 

in a fragmentary way, like Chen Lingyang who only reproduces a concrete part 

of her body. 

As mentioned before, the artist created this series after a period of isolation 

from the outside world. Reality and the outside world become two aggressive 

forces, which the artist tries to resist and oppose to. The protagonist of the book 

by Chen Ran, according to Robin Visser (2010), “associates public space with 

male gender stereotypes of the dominant, blunt, insensitive, and time-bound, 

and private space with female tropes of the enigmatic, sensuous, perceptive, 

and eternal” (p.235). The American scholar claims that for the protagonist of the 

book, his own house and room are like a “defensive fortress”, where she 

withdraws to defend herself against the intrusion of the city, and from the 

masculine character that characterizes it (Visser, 2010, p.237). It is interesting 

to note the many similarities between the realization of this photographic work 

and the experiences of the protagonists of these two novels. 

In an interview with Melissa Chiu, Chen Lingyang said: 

“There was a period when I worked on one piece, spending four or five months 

at home, working on my consciousness of the natural phenomena surrounding 

me. I began to think about my body too. People have a natural state and a 

social state. I’m pretty conscious of the idea that there’s a divide between 

people’s natural state and the persona that they must create to function in 

society” (Chiu, 2004, p.177).  

The use of the body is a constant in Chen’s short career as an artist. 

Mandanipour (2003) affirms: “The core of the private sphere is the sphere that 

is closely associated with the human body” (p.6). Some years after the work just 

described, Chen Linyang made a series of two photographs, where it is possible 

to see a body of a naked woman (the artist) of gigantic dimensions, crouching 

on the roofs of the buildings of a modern metropolis. Commenting on the series 

of shots titled “25:00” [Fig. 5.19], Chen Linyang states:  
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“Very often, the real world and the male world get mixed up in my mind. They 

both come from outside me; they both exist very forcefully, with initiative, power, 

and aggression. Facing these two worlds, I often feel that I am weak and 

helpless, and don’t know what to do. But just being alive means that I cannot 

avoid them, not even for one day. I wish that every day there could be a certain 

time like 25:00, when I could become as large as I like, and do whatever I want” 

(as cited in Wu & Phillips, 2004, p.203).  

The artist creates a temporal spatiality in which she can finally be herself, where 

she does not feel dominated by the masculine character of the Chinese 

metropolis. In the same year, the artist Cui Xiuwen 崔岫闻  (Harbin, 1970) 

realizes a video project titled “Ladies Room” (Xishoujian 洗手间), which shows 

the inside of a women’s bathroom in a Beijing nightclub recorded with hidden 

cameras. Many of the girls are prostitutes and the bathroom seems to be an 

“other” space to the masculine world that awaits them outside. 

The idea of an alter ego is already used by Chen Lingyang in a text related to 

the “Twelve Months Flowers” series. The artist creates a fictional interview 

between herself and her double, named Chen Lingyang 1 and Chen Lingyang 

2, to expose some reflections on the work. In one of the questions the artist 

reflects on the private status of the work and its impact on the public: 

“C2: Some people say that your work expresses privacy. When a private work is 

exhibited in a public space, it is hard to anticipate, or in other words, to control 

the consequences… 

C1. In some sense, it is aimed to have an impact upon the public space.” (as 

cited in He, 2014, p.20). 

If we adapt these words to the developments of Chinese art at the turn of the 

new millennium, we can interpret it as an intention, common to all artists of this 

period whishing to open to a wider audience. The act of locking themselves 

inside the private walls of their own home is just a step prior to the return to the 

public. 

If Chen Linyang voluntarily decided to isolate herself from the outside world, 

Song Yongping, who studied painting in Tianjin, not even remotely imagined he 
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would undertake a photographic project about his own life. However, life with its 

unpredictability forced him to return to his hometown of Taiyuan in Shanxi 

Province, to take care of his parents who were seriously ill. He lived with them 

between 1998 and 2001, helping them and caring for them until the day they 

died. An experience that he recorded with his own camera:  

“when they sensed that was what they had become, they literally gave up, 

refusing to leave their room, willing the end to come soon. For me it was soul-

destroying, there was nothing I could do… but watch. That’s when I began 

taking photographs” (as cited in K. Smith, 2004, p.112). 

In the hundreds of photos portraying his parents, the suffering and pain along 

this path towards death is reflected. Below we will analyze only some of them, a 

series consisting of eight pictures titled “Wo de fumu 我的父母” (My Parents) 

[Fig. 5.20.1-8]. The first portrait of the series dating back to the parents’ youth 

probably recalls a particular moment in their lives, because it was realized in a 

photographic studio97. The subsequent photos from the series follow the same 

construction and framing of this first image, suggesting the formalities of studio 

photography, such as fixed framing and rigid position of the subjects. More 

photographs belonging to this period, which we will not discuss here, are 

characterized by a fast shot without much attention to the formal aspect. This 

different methodology gives special relevance to the pictures of this series, as if 

they were the result of a ritual process. 

The first shot of the series is, as we said, an old photographic portrait of the 

parents, he dressed in his army uniform, and her with a shirt in “Zhongshan” 

style, typical for the Maoist era. With a bucolic background, typical set for 

photographic portraits, their gaze is directed to the camera, without smiling, they 

seem very serious. From the second shot of the series on, Song’s parents are 

transformed into a sort of performers for the artist. The space in which the shots 

are taken is always the same, as is the framing chosen by the photographer. 

The setting is a room of his parents’ house, it appears to be the bedroom, at the 

                                                 
97

 As Huang (2010) affirms during the sixties and seventies: “to gather the entire family together 

in a local photo shop to record an important occasion was very expensive. For many, one or two 
studio portraits a year comprised their entire personal documentation of the era” (p.681). 
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background there is a curtain decorated with flowers covering the window, 

preventing the slightest glimmer of light from entering. In fact, the light that 

illuminates the scene comes from the ceiling, from the room chandelier. Parents 

occupy the central space of the room, with an analytical framing a la August 

Sander or reminiscent of the style of the Dusseldorf school. In the next shot the 

parents are wearing wedding dresses, the mother is holding a bouquet of 

flowers, and they are observing the lens of the camera with an impassive 

expression, not very different from that of some decades before. The 

atmosphere is almost grotesque, because in those dresses the parents have an 

awkward and unnatural appearance, as if they were staging a lie. Song 

remembers:  

“La felicità nella loro vita era come quella della foto in cui sono immortalati con 

gli abiti nuziali e fiori di seta in mano – una grazia superficiale costruita ed 

effimera. Ora vivono inutili giornate in un tormento fisico e spirituale senza fine. 

La loro debolezza indifesa è sospesa sulla loro vita come uno specchio che 

riflette una fredda durezza e che si può facilmente rompere” (Marella & 

Battiston, 2004, p.73).  

The modality of shot that Song used for this series of eight photographs seems 

to reproduce a reflection in a mirror that coldly reveals the parents’ bodies. 

In the third shot we can see both of the parents naked, showing their old age 

and illness, still with the same impassive face. The author states: “nella realtà 

odierna, con la loro gioventù e la passione da lungo tempo consumata dalla 

durezza dell’esperienza, e con l’ultimo tepore della vita asciugato dai loro corpi 

malati e sciupati, appaiono deboli e malandati” (Marella & Battiston, 2004, 

p.73). The next two shots show the artist, stripped just like his parents, first with

his father and then with his mother. The following photo is striking because of its 

emotional power: the mother is gone now, and in her place there is a framed 

photograph of her. The father sits on the bed next to the image of his wife, 

disconsolate. In the penultimate shot both parents are gone, in their place two 

portraits side by side lean on the bed, like an improvised altar. In the last shot a 

mountain of objects, possibly belonging to the artist’s parents, raises in the 

center of the room exactly where the elderly couple posed before. In the center 

of the image it is possible to see their picture, the one in which they are wearing 
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wedding dresses. This mountain of objects is a trace of their passage, and 

photograph that stands on it reveals one more trace of their existence. We 

could refer to the ideas, suggested by the ruins of the Chinese capital: in this 

case the mountain of objects is like the ruins of the past existence of the artist’s 

parents98. Or we could see it as a monument in memory of the artist’s parents. 

Song Yongping’s work is often analyzed as a criticism of the new era and the 

season of unbridled capitalism that wiped out the aids of the social state. Karen 

Smith (2004) writes: “The image are of his parents, and their story is sadly 

common to a large portion of the population, as it struggle to adjust to a new 

economic climate that is, of necessity, moving away from the socialist ideals 

upon which the People’s Republic was founded” (p.112).   

The space of the room in which the shots are realized is a fully enclosed and 

oppressive private space. But the strength of Song Yongping’s work can be 

sought in the empathy with the subject, just like Nan Goldin states, referring to 

her photographs: “These Pictures come out of relationship, not observation.[…] 

It’s as my hand were a camera.” (Goldin, 2001, p.228). And as Marra affirms, 

referring to the shots of the American photographer: “La camera non è un 

pennello che si impugna per dar corpo all’opera, ma un’effettiva estensione di 

sé con la quale toccare, sentire, accarezzare …” (Marra, 1999, p.235). The 

photography in this case must be understood as a gesture or an action of 

approaching the photographed subject. 

In a way these last two photographers, Chen Lingyang and Song Yongping, 

anticipate the trend of the new millennium, in which many photographers 

represent their most intimate and personal world. This is connected to the 

expansion of digital photography, which allows a rapid photographic production, 

and the new digital world of the internet, which allows its rapid spreading. This 

trend develops especially among the younger generations of photographers. 

98
 Zhang Yingjin (2007b) referring to the 1994 movie “Toufa luanle 头发乱了” (Dirt) by Guan Hu

管虎 affirms: “This rebellious film thus ends with a vision of history and memory in ruins, leaving 

only fragments of images and songs to evoke a lingering sense of nostalgia, emptiness, and 
irony” (p.60). 
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5.4 A “Nomadic” Gaze 

In this chapter we have embarked on a path that started from the square, 

quintessence of the public space, and came to the house, private space par 

excellence, passing through the ruins, the transition space where the division 

between public and private fades. Below, we analyze the work of three authors 

that move between these spaces with a different approach that should be 

treated in this research, even if only briefly. 

The most important mode of transport that connects the countryside to the city 

and vice versa in the PRC is the train. We have already mentioned the great 

migration flux to the cities during the last decades, but this phenomenon 

generated another one, equally large, where the flow goes in the opposite 

direction. During these periods the trains are especially full of people. 

Wang Fuchun worked as a photographer and editor at the research institute of 

the Harbin city railways. During the nineties he devoted himself to taking 

pictures of people who invaded the Chinese trains, creating the series titled 

“Huocheshang de Zhongguoren 火车上的中国人” (Chinese on the Train). In his 

shots, made in a classic documentary style, we observe all kinds of situations 

inside the wagons. These are the scenes in which what is usually related to the 

private sphere invades the public space. In one shot, two boys are hugging 

under the covers [Fig. 5.21], in a gesture of absolute intimacy. In another shot, a 

man found a place to sit in the crowded train only on the top of a backrest of a 

seat, what is in China called “hard seat” to indicate the cheapest place you can 

find on the train [Fig. 5.22]. Sometimes this invasion of public space is more 

evident, as in the shot where a girl is practicing her erhu 二胡, a traditional 

music instrument, in the center of a series of three beds inside of a cabin, while 

the travel companions observe her, one of them eating her meal [Fig 5.23]. The 

cabins of the train has become a real camp, people appropriated this public 

space completely. We should also bear in mind that the journey often takes full 

days to cover long distances that separate passengers from their places of 

origin. It is a “passing” appropriation, in every sense of the word, during just one 

single journey. 
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If we assume this subchapter as a fluctuating path, after travelling by train in the 

company of Wang Fuchun’s photographs, we arrive in the countryside with the 

shots by Jiang Jian that portray the world of the farmers. His photographs are 

the result of a long wandering through remote areas of the country. In the 

“Zhuren 主人” (Masters) series [Fig. 5.24 and 5.25], realized between 1993 and 

2003, he photographs inhabitants of the countryside in their humble homes. On 

the room walls often appear posters of a bygone era and also the objects and 

furniture of these houses remind of ancient times. Time seems to stand still in 

these inland private spaces. For the author, they recall an immutable past: 

“Farmers form the background of the history of China. Only by paying close 

attention to their living conditions, carefully comparing changes in their lives, 

can we understand them more thoroughly and know China more profoundly” 

(Dematté, 2005, p.6). For Jiang Jian, photography has the power to stop the 

course of history and make it memorable: “It can record people and past events 

and that memory cannot be erased” (Dematté, 2005, p.6). His portraits are 

made in an “analytical” manner, with fixed and distant shots, reminiscent of the 

masters of photography, such as August Sander. 

This way of taking pictures can also be found in the shots by Liu Zheng, who, 

exactly like Jiang, travels with no pause. The author states: 

“During that period, I was completely absorbed in traveling alone around China, 

seeing new things, and meeting and talking to people without any fixed plan or 

well thought-out photography project. My first attraction was to traveling and 

getting to know new places and people. I always had the feeling that I was no 

different than the people I was encountering and photographing along the way. 

Sometimes I perceived them as better off than I was. I don’t think most of my 

subjects saw me as any different from themselves, nor as particularly 

distinguishable from anyone else they encountered on the street” (Liu, 2004, 

p.130).  

In his case, however, it is a longer route, during which he realizes the series 

titled “Zhonggguoren 中国人” (The Chinese) [Fig. 5.26 and 5.27]. The intention 

is reminiscent of August Sander, although Liu is more attracted by exceptions 

rather than by types: “I will include only those individuals who are 
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simultaneously real and surreal, contemporary and transcendent” (Wu, 2005b, 

p.167). In his photographs taken in various places, we find actors, monks,

mentally ill, children, workers in coalmines, people on their deathbeds, etc. His 

approach is not documentary, as one might imagine. Behind his pictures there 

is a personal quest: “I was analyzing myself by photographing just like an 

amnesiac trying to find his identity and trace his past” (Liu, 2004, p.140). 

The use of photography as an instrument for knowing oneself appeared more 

than once in this chapter and in the next we will again deal with it in connection 

with a new generation of photographers. 

5.5 Conclusions 

In this last chapter we went through Tian’anmen square and ruins of Beijing’s 

old neighbourhood to finally arrive to the intimate space par excellence, the 

house. We decided to take this path in this concrete direction, but we could also 

have taken a different one, and each one would allow us to understand the 

complexity living spaces of contemporary China. Although the works were 

realized in the nineties, we recognize aspects of the Chinese society that are 

still present nowadays. Chinese cities are even now exponentially growing, 

leaving behind them wide stretches of ruins and thus becoming hostile 

environments to their inhabitants. Squares, and above all “The Square”, 

continue to be divided between how the Power uses them and how the citizens 

do. The previous pages help us to understand not only this specific period, but 

also certain phenomena of today’s China.  

The nineties are also years of the definitive blossom of Chinese artists, who will 

in the following decades come to be among the most known and celebrated 

worldwide. In photography, a better awareness of the intrinsic characteristics of 

the medium can be noticed and deepening of the experimental approach is 

evident as well.  

In the next and final chapter we will see how many young artist belonging to the 

last generation continue developing this kind of approach to the photography.  
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6. THE NEW MILLENNIUM: LAST TRENDS IN THE

CHINESE PHOTOGRAPHY 

In this chapter we selected artists who have been in the early years of the 

millennium interested in themes and questions related to spaces.   

In the first part of the chapter we will analyze the photographic production that 

analyzes the period of change occurred in the Chinese public space of the new 

millennium. A photographic vision that mixes reality and fiction or simply playing 

with their ambiguity. 

New technologies are also important in the second part of the chapter, in which 

we will analyze artists who use digital media and the internet to accelerate the 

production and distribution of their photographs. A production that, as 

mentioned before, privileges the representation of the private. 

In the last part of the chapter we will see how this introspection of the 

photographer is recently directly related to the latest developments in the 

Chinese society. A return to the roots represented in these photographers’ 

shots is a glimpse into their inner world and at the same time points out the 

contradictions of the contemporary society. 

In this research we observed the importance of determinate events, which have 

had significant influence on the contemporary Chinese art scene. These events 

occurred in 1976 and 1989 respectively, with Tian’anmen Square as a 

backdrop. We have also already mentioned the parallelism, analyzed by the 

scholar Dai Jinhua, between the meanings of square and market that in 

Chinese coincide in the same term “Guangchang 广场”. Guangchang once 

again determines the evolution of Chinese art in the new millennium, but in this 

case in the meaning of “market”. The “public space” par excellence of this new 

era seem to be the shopping malls that were build in huge quantities in every 

Chinese city: 

“The contemporary transformation of civic to consumer spaces and the 

subsequent loss of true ‘public’ space is a common theme in the literature on 

western cities. As Chinese urban space is increasingly commercialised, these 

issues arise for China as well. Six of the 25 largest enclosed shopping malls in 
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the world are located in China; all were opened within the past five years.” 

(Gaubatz, 2008, p.78). 

On 11 December 2001 the People’s Republic joined the WTO (World Trade 

Organization), and began a period of constant and dizzying economic growth. 

We will see below how this event echoes in the art world. 

In this chapter we will see how with the new millennium the photographic 

representation of the Chinese metropolis in constant change continues and how 

this representation, concentrated in the public space, is accompanied by a new 

generation of photographers who prefer to portrait their private life. 

According to De Nigris (2016), the structures for the creation of a cultural 

industry begin to form in the late nineties, a process that is directly sponsored 

by the government authorities: “The government pushed cultural institutions to 

assume more of their own financial responsibilities and to answer directly to the 

demands of the market; thus the cultural world switched from being centralized 

to potentially becoming multifaceted” (p.58). At a certain level, structures useful 

for the implementation and the spread of an art market finally begin to be 

introduced in the country: auction houses, galleries, museums and institutions, 

both public and private, dedicated to promoting contemporary art. Meanwhile, 

political power understands the importance of promoting contemporary art as a 

means to consolidate its image in the international community. 

Starting from this new interest for the promotion of contemporary art by the 

government, an event that suggests this change of direction by the political 

power takes place already in 2000. It is the “Third Shanghai Biennale” (Disan 

Shanghai shuangnianzhan 第三上海双年展 ): “The Shanghai Biennale was 

China’s first public, legitimately organized exhibition of modern art. […] Since it 

had support of the government, the public media reported on it, and 

international figures discussed it publicly; it also opened in a public place to the 

entire populace, and even offered [educational] talks” (Q. Zhu, 2010, p.351). 

The Bienniale occupies the space of a public institution, the Shanghai Art 

Museum, and introduces the new media for the first time in its short history. 

Among the artists on display we can find the father of Chinese video art Zhang 

Peili 张培力 (Hangzhou, 1957) with the video installation “Buduan zengda 不断
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增大 ” (Expand Constantly), in addition to artists such as the sculptor Sui 

Jianguo 隋建国, the painter Liu Xiaodong 刘小东, or the conceptual artist Hong 

Hao 洪浩  (Beijing, 1965). In parallel to the Biennale numerous unofficial 

exhibitions are organized, including the well-know “Fuck Off” (the title in 

Chinese had a less explicit meaning, something like “uncooperative position” 

“Bu Hezuo Fangshi 不合做方式”) organized by Feng Boyi and Ai Weiwei at 

Eastlink Gallery, which presented many artists belonging to the non-official 

scene. 

The Biennale for contemporary Chinese art becomes a turning point, as claimed 

by Wu Hung (2010): “In a more profound sense, this exhibition indicated the 

main directions of contemporary Chinese art in the following decade, which 

would be characterized by depolitization, commercialization, and heightened 

productivity, as well as an emerging historical consciousness about its own 

origin and development logic” (p.396). Following this Biennale, many cities and 

towns started to promote their own festivals dedicated to contemporary art. 

Wu Hung also notes that with the new millennium the Chinese authorities are 

supporting experimental art exhibitions around the world, which has never 

happened before. The Chinese scholar gives example of the huge exhibition 

dedicated to China at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris “Alors la Chine?” 

in 2003, which exposed numerous independent artists. Also, with the Beijing 

Olympics, scheduled for 2008, approaching, there are numerous exhibitions 

around the world in the early years of the new millennium. 

In 2005 the People’s Republic participates at the Venice Biennale with its own 

pavilion for the first time. This artistic event became a land of conquest for the 

Chinese art world from 1999 on, when Cai Guo-qiang 蔡国强 (Quanzhou, 1957) 

won the Golden Lion. In the 55th edition in 2013 seven exhibitions devoted to 

Chinese art were presented in the city of Venice, including the semi-official 

Taiwan Pavilion. 

While the Power is expanding its interest in the art world, on the other hand, 

many independent artists consider the entry in the official system as an 

opportunity to promote themselves and their art. As Dai Jinhua stated: “In other 

words, marginal cultural forces banished during the social turmoil of the eighties 

and nineties now gathered strength along with other exiles and began the 
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march toward the center” (as cited in Ling, 2010, p.8). An officiality that allows 

some artists to occupy an important place in the emergence of an art market in 

China. 

China in fact does not take long to become an important piece on the 

chessboard of the international art market. Beijing, Shanghai and Hong Kong 

have become contemporary art market capitals that are playing on par with the 

immovable New York, London and Paris. These last three are the only non-

Chinese (including the three “Chinese territories” the PRC, Hong Kong and 

Taiwan) in the list of the “Top 10 Cities of Contemporary Art, 2013-2014” 

compiled by artprice.com (Artprice’s Editorial Department, 2014, p.22). The 

historical auction houses Sotheby’s and Christie’s each now have an office in 

Hong Kong. These two, along with the Philips house, are the only non-Chinese 

in the “Top 10 Auction Houses of Contemporary Art” also compiled by 

artprice.com (Artprice’s Editorial Department, 2014, p.24). In the website report 

dedicated to the contemporary art market between 2013 and 2014 it is 

confirmed that nearly forty percent, the largest percentage, of the most quoted 

artists in the world are Chinese, coming from the PRC to be exact. In fact, if we 

look at the ranking of the most quoted contemporary artists in the world, among 

the top twenty in 2014, nine are Chinese. The most quoted of which is Zeng 

Fanzhi 曾梵志 , whose 2001 painting “The Last Supper” was bought at 

Sotheby’s Hong Kong for a record 23.3 million dollars in 2013. 

As a consequence, many new museums dedicated to contemporary art opened 

in the new millennium, and it has become a real “fever” (Meishuguan re 美术馆

热) (De Nigris, 2016, p.66). De Nigris divided museums in the PRC into four 

different types: state museums (Gongli meishuguan 公 立 美 术 馆 ); public 

museums (Minban gongzhu meishuguan民办公助美术馆), characterized by a 

combination of public and private management; private museums (Sili 

meishuguan私立美术馆), founded by local investors; and museums, founded by 

foreign collectors (De Nigris, 2016, p.66). The Italian scholar noted that what is 

missing in these new museums is a long-term curatorial program, adding that 

“to collect contemporary art in China means to make investment, representing 

more a status symbol than an act of art patronage”, so museums decide to 

select new works based on the profit and “many works in the permanent 
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collection are thus acquired randomly and following market value” (De Nigris, 

2016, p.67).  

The increase in number of private galleries in the big Chinese cities is also 

exponential to the global success of Chinese art. Wu Hung (2010, p.399) claims 

that Beijing has gone from five galleries specializing in contemporary art before 

2000 to three hundred in 2008. The art invades public spaces as it has never 

done in the history of the PRC and thus generates “an optional arena outside of 

the government in which artists could function” (De Nigris, 2016, p.58). 

Another aspect of this fashion of contemporary art, and perhaps the most 

“characteristic” one, are the so-called “art districts”. These recall the cases of 

the Yuanmingyuan villages and the Beijing East Village, but their evolution, 

however, is quite different. In both cases these were places where artists could 

find spaces with low rents where they were able to open their studios. If the so-

called “villages” were closed by the authorities because they were generating 

“social disorder”, the ones that are created in the new millennium are 

incorporated by official structures. This new way of action is defined by Zhang 

Yue (2014, p.5) as “districting”, the act of concentrating the production and 

promotion of contemporary art in a specific area, in order to facilitate the 

implementation of control and censorship systems. 

In his article dedicated to the art districts Zhang Yue (2014) argues that 

“Chinese artist are empowered by globalization in that the government has 

changed its attitude towards the art community from recurrent suppression to 

limited tolerance in order to create a better global image for itself”(p.3). 

Nevertheless, forms of control imposed within the districts by the political power 

permit that, according to Zhang Yue (2014), “the process of globalization 

creates a firewall, which facilitates the authoritarian state in the global image-

building and simultaneously mitigates the impact of global forces on domestic 

governance” (p.3). 

This constant “positional warfare” between the artists and the political power is 

at a new stage, and the public space is the battleground. The case of the “Art 

district 798” (798 Yishuqu 798 艺术区) [Fig. 0.01] is emblematic of this scenery 

of the current Chinese art world. Factory 798 is an example of industrial 

architecture in the Bauhaus style, designed by architects from East Germany in 

the fifties. In the nineties, the production was stopped and the factory was 
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acquired by a municipal electronics company. This company occupied a part of 

the factory to continue its production and decided to rent the remaining part. 

Wide-open industrial spaces and low rents attracted many artists, many of 

whom came from the dissolution of the Yuanmingyuan village. In a short 

amount of time the number of galleries and artist’s studios grew exponentially. 

The crucial moment for the government to enter this district is the decision of 

the company that runs the factory to demolish the part occupied by the artists in 

2003. The government intervened in favor of conservation of spaces, leased to 

the artists. Three years later, the propaganda department of the municipality of 

Beijing enters in the management of artistic activities. Artistic freedom in 798 is 

now strictly controlled. Meanwhile, rents for artists’ studios have risen 

considerably and many artists have decided to abandon their spaces. The 

district has now turned into an entertainment space, with the opening of 

restaurants, bars and shops, in addition to the many occasions in which the 

spaces are rented for non-artistic events. At this point Zukin’s (1993) reflection 

on the gentrification phenomenon of determinate neighborhoods seems to fit 

perfectly: “I look at this landscapes as a social, cultural and political product of 

creative destruction. […] I define it as a fragile compromise between market and 

place. […] Yet ironically, just as a market culture has finally been exported from 

America around the world, it poses most danger to the cultural values of place” 

(p.5). 

Not much different is the story of the “Songzhuang Art District” (Songzhuang 

Yishuqu 宋莊艺术区) [Fig. 0.01], located in the village of Songzhuang in the 

suburban area of Tongzhou. The first artists started to go there in 1994, 

following the forced closure of the Yuanmingyuan village. Ten years later, the 

local government took control of it with the goal of creating the largest art district 

in the country. Like it happened with the factory 798, the increased rents forced 

many artists to abandon Songzhuang. The result is the same, creating a sort of 

theme park for domestic and foreign tourists. As Zukin (1993) writes, this kind of 

phenomena “drives the transformation of previously bounded institutions – 

department stores, museums, hotels – into disorienting liminal spaces for both 

market and non market cultural consumption”(p.54). Hence the concept of 

“liminality” developed by the American scholar: “On the micro-level, liminality is 
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best reflected in the process by which a landscape of power gradually displaces 

the vernacular” (Zukin, 1993, p.269). 

In the same years, a third art district was created in the Caochangdi area 

(Caochangdi yishuqu 草场地艺术区) [Fig. 0.01] of the capital, where Ai Weiwei’s 

studio, the 258 Fake Studio, is located. 

In this area the Three Shadows Photography Art Center (San ying tang sheying 

yishu zhongxin三影堂摄影艺术中心 ) is founded in 2007, the first center 

exclusively dedicated to the promotion and production of photography and video 

art in China. Its founders were the photographer Rong Rong and his wife, the 

Japanese artist inri. As claimed by the two founding artists of the Centre: 

“For us the creation of the Three Shadows is the reply to an evident lack, which 

pushed us to set among our targets the experimentation and the development 

of the Chinese contemporary photography, the discovery of works of the past 

and the setting up of an international dialogue that could give visibility to the 

Chinese photography in the international context. We also want to avoid the 

creation of a gap between the contemporary photography and the general 

public, creating and independent system that could promote the development of 

contemporary photography” (Rong Rong & inri, 2008, p.323). 

The construction of this center corresponds to a period of great proliferation of 

Chinese photography on the international level. In summer 2004 the first major 

international exhibition that brought together the most recent Chinese 

photographic production was organized at the ICP (International Center of 

Photography) in New York, with the collaboration of the Asia Society. The 

exhibition, titled “Between Past and Future: New Photography and Video from 

China” was curated by Wu Hung and Christopher Phillips, and was only the first 

of a long series of solo and group exhibitions to be organized around the world. 

Technically, the use of digital technology is widely used by Chinese 

photographers. There are many examples of photographs fully elaborated on 

computer with the use of digital production programs. This new use of the 

photographic medium is related more to the concepts of the virtual and the 

fictional.  

129



6.1 Another Universe: a Gaze on Chinese Modernity 

As claimed by King and Kusno (2000) reflecting on postmodernism in China: “In 

more recent years, China has opened out to, and become part of, another 

universe, one of global capitalism. Just as in the ‘traditional’ Chinese city, each 

of these universes is represented by a different set of images, of symbolic 

architectures, of different spatial and building typologies, which represent, for 

those who live there, ‘a structure vision of the universe … an ordered whole’” 

(p.59). This new “universe” that characterizes China at the beginning of the 

millennium is invaded by high skyscrapers, floating population, major projects, 

increase in inequalities, etc. In this landscape the individual represented in the 

photographic production often appears alone, abandoned in the vortex of 

modernity. 

Alone, like Weng Fen’s 翁奋 (also known as Weng Peijun 翁培竣, Hainan, 

1961) girls that are sitting on a wall, with the photographer behind them, 

observing a horizon made of skyscrapers. In the series “On The Wall” (Qi qiang

骑墙) [Fig. 6.01] Weng Fen perfectly represents this glimpse into the future that 

seems to materialize in the skyline of the new Chinese metropolis. As Gu Zheng 

(2009b) states: “A sense of competition has been instilled with the increasing 

presence of skyscrapers dominating the horizons of Chinese cities, evoking the 

ongoing search for an unattainable heaven” (p.43). Weng Fen’s shots seem to 

echo Lefebvre’s (2008) words: “The urban (an abbreviated form of urban 

society) can therefore be defined not as an accomplished reality, situated 

behind the actual in time, but on the contrary, as a horizon, an illuminating 

virtuality” (p.604), virtuality of the urban that is constantly represented in the 

current photographic production. As in the case of Zhu Feng 朱锋 (Shanghai, 

1974) that in some shots of the 2004 series “Shanghai Zero Degree” (Shanghai 

Lingdu 上海零度) [Fig. 6.02] photographed tarpaulins covering the ongoing work 

in the city of Shanghai that depict idyllic scenes of green spaces within the 

metropolis or images that idealize the “Chinese dream”. The contrast between 

the reality of the new Chinese cities and the images represented on the 

tarpaulins is highly contradictory: “The illusionary landscape serves to dramatize 

the artificiality of the new built environment” (Gan, 2009, p.72).  
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Virtuality also appears in the fictions of Xing Danwen in the “Urban Fiction” 

series (Dushi Yanyi 都市演绎), also from 2004 [Fig. 6.03 and 6.04]. With the use 

of digital image manipulation the photographer reproduces small scenes within 

real estate maquettes, recreating in these small fictitious worlds scenes of 

violence and alienation, typical of the urban reality, such as a car accident or an 

assassination. “Events” that we can observe in two different shots: one 

reproduces a total view of the scenery, the other, a close-up, enables us to 

move closer to the action. The artist created the series after several trips to 

cities around the world: “I think that’s how I connect myself to a new place, 

comparing my experiences from childhood about a city and how its idea 

compares with reality. This contrast is like a fantasy” (R. Smith, 2009, p.101). 

However, Yang Yongliang 杨泳梁  (Shanghai, 1980) in the 2006 series 

“Phantom Landscape” (Shen shi shanshui 蜃市山水) [Fig. 6.05] uses images of 

contemporary China to recreate fantastic landscapes that recall the Chinese 

painting tradition. In one of the shots he uses images of skyscrapers, that once 

reassembled, reproduce mountains, typical of landscape painting of Shanshui 

tradition. 

The latter is one of many examples of the use of digital technology now widely 

used in contemporary photography. As Fontcuberta (2010) sustains, 

photography of the digital age, the “post-photography”, “se escribe”, because it 

is following the process of creating a fiction: “De la misma forma que desde el 

primer tercio del siglo pasado la fotografía representó la piedra angular de la 

cultura visual de la modernidad, una cultura ‘óptica’, basada en el predominio 

de la observación empírica, la posfotografía ocupa una posición paralela en la 

cultura de lo virtual y de lo especulativo” (p.61). Many photographers/artists of 

the Chinese new millennium use the digital media to create fictitious 

interpretations of urban reality, rather than using a “realist” style. 

In the series “Unregistered City” (Bu bei zhuce de chengshi 不被注册的城市) 

realized between 2008 and 2010, Jiang Pengyi 蒋鹏奕  (Yuanjiang, 1977) 

digitally reconstructs urban landscapes in abandoned spaces. Gu Zheng (2013) 

affirms in regard to this work: “The ‘Unregistered City’ is a result of the unison of 

daily life and fantasy, and yet it makes a more truthful prophecy of the ultimate 

curse of civilization” (p.4). In one of the photos of the series we find a kind of 
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seaside town inside of a bathtub [Fig. 6.06], the ground cannot be seen 

because it is covered with rubble and wall paint has been almost completely 

supplanted by mold. But on the wall we can see an image of a woman in what 

seems to be left of a calendar, which reminds us of the images found by Rong 

Rong, analyzed in the previous chapter. 

In the photographs by Shi Guorui 史国瑞 (Shanxi, 1964) who, unlike other 

authors, does not use digital technology, the virtual stands out in the total 

absence of human trace [Fig. 6.07]. In fact, he prefers the “primitive” technique 

of the camera obscura to emphasize that the “fiction” is not the exclusive 

privilege of digital photography. With the use of this technique that requires long 

exposure his shots become “phantasmagoric” representations of urban 

landscapes where all traces of human life disappear. Also the dimensions of the 

negative/positive are huge, about one meter and a half to two in size. His 

process is thoughtful and meditative, the artist uses this technique to represent 

neurotic Chinese metropolis, which in his shots appears as a peaceful 

landscape. 

Different to this photographic view, there are some photographers who 

represent reality as it is, but choosing to depict moments that create a feeling of 

uncertainty and sometimes recall the absurd. 

Among the shots of Yan Ming’s 严明 series “Country of Ambition” (Daguo zhi 大

國志) realized between 2006 and 2010, there is one in particular, where a man 

who is about to bathe in the river observes two skyscrapers that rise through the 

fog [Fig. 6.08]. In this image we read the condition of the individual against 

these gigantic monuments of modernity, a mixture of fascination and 

subjugation. 

The contemporary individual with his loneliness appears especially in the works 

by Zhang Kechun 张克纯 (Sichuan, 1980) and Zhang Xiao 张晓 (Yantai, 1981), 

two of the most talented photographers of the last generation. 

In the 2014 series “The Yellow River” (Huang he 黄河), Zhang Kechun shows 

this disposition of the individual towards modernity; in his shots usually appear 

individuals who are confronted with surreal constructions in large natural 

spaces. As in the photograph in which a man looks up to a giant sculpture of 
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Buddha’s head, which seems to stand there waiting to be mounted [Fig. 6.09]. 

In the second picture, the view from the panoramic window of a building under 

construction is taken from the inside [Fig. 6.10]. On the other side of the window 

it is only possible to observe the yellow of the earth that blends with the water of 

the river of the same color, and the gray of the sky, divided by a flat horizon. 

This image is pervaded by a sense of immobility, both of the work created by 

man and the natural landscape in which it is immersed. Everything seems to 

follow the slow and imperturbable pace of the Yellow River passing by. 

Zhang Xiao, one of the most prolific photographers of the recent years, deals 

with this unstable condition of the individual in contemporary society in various 

series. In the “subdue” series from 2008, he photographs the daily life of urban 

centers that were demolished for the construction of the Three Gorges dam. In 

one of the shots we observe a man who is quietly watering his plants in a 

luxuriant garden, while on the other side of the trees bulldozers are pulling down 

a multi-story building [Fig. 6.11]. In the series “They” (Tamen 他们), realized 

between 2006 and 2008, he collects portraits of ordinary people who he 

accidentally encounters on the street or in nightclubs. Firemen, actors, young 

and old people wearing costumes, young people partying and aspiring Misses 

are just a few of these individuals that Zhang brings together under the “distant” 

label of “they” [Fig. 6.12]. However, in the series “Coastline” (Hai’anxian 海岸线

), realized between 2009 and 2013, that is a portrait of the country’s coast, the 

individual is lost in the uniform crowd that bathes in the sea, a group of bodies 

in costumes that seem to lose their singularity [Fig. 6.13]. 

In the “Family Staff” series (Jiadang 家当), realized between 2007 and 2008, Ma 

Hongjie 马宏杰 (Luoyang, 1963) portrays families together with the objects from 

their own home [Fig. 6.14]. It seems that with these shots he wants to create a 

model. Although each family and their objects are very different, when exposed 

the way the photographer does, they seem to have something in common: a 

destiny closely tied to their homes and their belongings. As the author states: 

“’Family Staff’ reveals the interior structure of Chinese Society. It brings out the 

original family life and interprets the life philosophy made of tangible materials 

under contemporary social context” (as cited in Dematté, 2010, p.4). In a 

country where modernity has brought with it feelings of removal and 
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transformation, and therefore of instability, there seems to be a need for 

something concrete and firm. 

If in Ma Hongjie’s shots objects are exposed, in Li Jun’s 李俊 (Chongqing, 1977) 

pictures they disappear completely or in part. Within an intimate space, 

probably the artist’s house, emptied of objects, there are only tables and chairs, 

a refrigerator and a kitchen cutting board. The furniture is covered by a thick 

layer of dust, with the exception of the few centimeters previously occupied by 

an object: a kitchen knife, iPod head-phones, a CD, etc. The subject of Jun Li’s 

shots in the 2008 series “Impermanent Instant” (Wuchangshi 无常时) [Fig. 6.15] 

are the traces, left by the objects. The artist states: “Talking about these works, 

their existence originates from loneliness, from my interior” (as cited in Dematté, 

2010, p.6).  

This inner world is the subject of the following part, where we will analyze a new 

trend of the current Chinese photography. 

6.2 A Personal Photography and an “Extimate” Act 

With the beginning of the new millennium and with the spread of new 

technologies a new relationship between public and private space emerges. 

Teyssot (2013) suggests: “Perhaps what needs to be explored are the shifting 

limits between the intimacy and publicity opened up by new media” (p.251). 

These changing limits are evident in a photographic trend that develops in 

China with the new millennium, which favors the use of the internet because it 

allows instant sharing of photos with personal content with a wider audience. 

In 2005, the issue 16 of the magazine “Chengshi Huabao 城市画报 ” (City 

Pictorial), periodically published in the city of Guangzhou, is dedicated entirely 

to photography. One particular section is titled “Zhongguo si xiang xianfeng 中

国私像先锋” (China’s Vanguard of Personal Photography). It is the consecration 

and at the same time the beginning of one of the most important photographic 

trends of the last decade in China. Developed mainly between the cities of 

Guangzhou and Shanghai, this trend was soon known as “Si sheying 私摄影” 
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(Personal Photography). The photographer and curator Zeng Han 曾 翰 

(Guangdong, 1974) summarizes the philosophy of this trend in the conclusions 

of the magazine: “Pick up your cameras. Photography is your personal life; your 

personal life is photography!” (as cited in Gu, 2006, p.15)99. 

The relevance of the spread of the internet and therefore of blogging and social 

networking is fundamental to the evolution of this trend, since some of these 

photographers are exhibited in galleries only after their commercial success on 

the internet. Digital photography also helps enormously in his practice, since it 

allows to take pictures and spread them immediately to a wider audience. Gu 

Zheng (2006) writes about the Personal Photography: “These photographers do 

not seek the approval of the mainstream media but ask only that they can 

express their own views. Very often is the internet that provides the channel for 

this” (p.17).   

Inspired by foreign authors such as Nobuyoshi Araki, Wolfgang Tillmans, Sally 

Mann, Nan Goldin and Terry Richardson100, the intention of the photographers 

belonging to this trend is to reproduce their most intimate and personal world, or 

simply moments and situations that affect them personally. Lin Zhi Peng 林志鹏 

(a.k.a. 223, Guangzhou, 1979), one of the leading photographers of this trend 

affirms: “When I photograph, I don’t use the methods of documentary or realistic 

expression. I merely use the lens in place of real life. Sometimes I photograph 

my own life; sometimes I snap private photography of nearby people; objects 

and things” (as cited in Gu, 2006, p.16). In these words echo those of the 

American photographer Nan Goldin that we mentioned in the previous chapter, 

who also stated: “If it were possible, I’d want no mechanism between me and 

the moment of photographing. The camera is as much a part of my everyday 

life as talking or eating or sex. The instant of photographing, instead of creating 

distance, is a moment of clarity and emotional connection for me” (Goldin, 2001, 

p.228). The camera is a prosthesis of the body for these young photographers, 

who use this medium to represent their personal lives, their friends, their family, 

everyday objects, or simply places, moments and people that surprise and 

                                                 
99

 The original is “Qing ni ye naqi xiangji: sheying, jiushi ni de sishenghuo; sishenghuo, jiu zai ni 

de sheyingzhong! 请你也拿起相机：摄影，就是你的私生活；私生活，就在你的摄影中!”. 
100

 The work of these foreign photographers was shown in a section of the City Pictorial 
magazine, dedicated to Personal Photography. 
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fascinate them. Although nowadays this type of images has completely 

saturated the internet and social networks, such as Instagram, it was still not so 

common at the beginning of the millennium. In these photographs there is no 

intention to represent events and important issues. 

The relationship with the new urban society is implicit, as is the relationship with 

the incipient consumer society. The cities which these authors live in are the 

ideal backdrop for representing their own experiences or to stage the life of the 

youth groups which they belong to. Cities that are now synonymous with spaces 

dedicated to consumption, or symbolic buildings of the new capitalist wave that 

invaded the country. Many of the photographers belonging to this trend 

collaborate with trendy magazines or advertising agencies. Gu Zheng (2006), a 

member of the old school of thought of the eighties, warns: “Personal 

Photography needs to evolve to express something that is useful to society or 

face its demise” (p.17). 

In the series “Hei? Ni qu na’r? 嘿! 你 去 哪儿?” (Hi! Where are you going?) 

[Fig. 6.16], realized between 1998 and 2001, Zeng Han represents a 

fragmented reality, an urban world made of episodes, using a crude 

photographic technique without a perfect formal result. In his shots we can find 

empty seats of a stadium after the end of a sports competition, a dark street 

corner, a burning building under construction, a tattooed man lying on a 

sidewalk, etc. Those photographs are the result of a personal vision of the city. 

Zen Hang moves through nighttime streets, “drifting” and photographing details 

that surprise him in the moment when they happen, without trying to realize a 

clear picture. His pictures are in fact often blurry and the lights cut through the 

picture because of the long opening of the lens. 

Lin Zhi Peng [Fig. 6.17] and Ren Hang 任航 (Changchun, 1987) [Fig. 6.18] are 

probably the two most famous photographers of this trend. Their work has a lot 

in common: they deal with similar themes and work with similar style, so it is 

easy to confuse them. Both of them realize mostly incoherent visions of 

moments that seem to have no relation to each other. The spaces are fluid and 

we pass easily from an open space to a private room. The protagonists of their 

shots are friends, as is the case for the work of many photographers belonging 

to this trend. Their photographs are sexually explicit and represent embraces 
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between heterosexual and homosexual couples. Regarding Ren Hang, 

Stephanie H. Tung writes: “He began photographing his friends as an escape 

from the tedium of the class. Using a small Minolta point-and-shot camera, Ren 

Hang acts as director, moving hands and legs, lifting girls on top of girls, and 

arranging flowers on top of men” (Tung, 2015, p.84). The photographs are not 

collected in series with a title but in blocks linked to a certain year, or sometimes 

without any time coordinate. More than representing real scenes from the life of 

the photographers, what they very often realize are stagings of surreal 

situations. Technically, the photographs are taken with flash and close-ups and 

the formal result is irrelevant for them. 

Their photographic production is exhibited around the world and published in 

numerous international magazines. Since sexually explicit photographs are not 

allowed to be shown in China, they are often promoted as “prohibited” artists, 

which contributes to their international success. Their appeal has led them to 

work for advertising campaigns of big brands.  

Teyssot (2013) argues that the spread of social networks “reveals a passion for 

self-exhibition, thus making a new threshold that leads from the era of the 

‘intimate’ to that of the ‘extimate’” (p.283). He continues: “The relation between 

intimate and extimate is of a quasi-topological nature, a situation in which the 

interior is turned into an exterior, like a Möbius strip, a closed, non-orientable 

surface with only one side and only one boundary” (p.283). In the case of these 

two photographers we find the need to show intimacy and to erase the borders 

that delimit it. 

The use of the internet is emblematic in the spread of the work of Sun Yanchu 

孫彦初 (Zhoukou, 1978) [Fig. 6.19], originally from a small town in the province 

of Henan. An important part of his work is self-edition of photographic books, 

which is common to many other authors of this trend. The series “Obsessed”, 

consisting of black and white photographs, was initially published in a self-

edited book in 2004. In addition to the photographs, some of his books also 

include interventions with pens and pencils on the pictures. As Claire Roberts 

affirms: “Sun’s images are not explained, pointing to a lack of interest in 

directing or fixing meaning. His photographs stand confidently unencumbered, 

like emotive clues to the photographer’s heart and mind” (Roberts, 2013, 

p.179). His shots consist of situations, people, places, and often animals (stray
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dogs or a caged lion), which Sun meets in his wanderings through the city: “As 

the world interchanges reality and fantasy, I press down my shutter many times 

to seek for that sudden encountering by chance with something spiritual, for a 

temporary escape or some incomparable sensation of pleasure” (Sun, n.d.). 

This way of using the photographic medium is also characteristic of the duo 

Birdhead 鸟头 (Niaotou), composed of Song Tao 宋涛 (Shanghai, 1979) and Ji 

Weiyu 季炜煜 (Shanghai, 1980), active in the city of Shanghai since 2004. Their 

photos are both in black and white and in color, and they often both appear in 

the shot as protagonists [Fig. 6.20]. In their wanderings through Shanghai we 

find a sense of nostalgia that can be deduced from their words:  

“I often feel that November belongs to a boy with his trouser pockets filled with 

roasted chestnut, wearing a thin shirt in the chilly wind, and walking 

aggressively and bravely. Long time ago, before Starbucks, McDonald’s and 

Dolby-surrounding cinemas” (Birdhead, n.d.). 

In this wandering around the city they are attracted to several “spectacles”, 

consequence of the hysterical race towards modernity: 

“The dark-green scaffolds are removed and mounted; the cement columns of 

the viaducts silently form the shade over our heads; large landscape across the 

old houses that have witnessed our birth; during typhoon season, the ferry dock 

trembles in the Huangpu River; at midnight, earthwork trucks run across the 

void roads. Tank cars. Roses. Ruins. Fountains. Fireworks” (Birdhead, n.d.).  

It is a personal journey of the two artists that document it with their own 

photographs:  

“Our hearts are filled with huge amount of love and sadness. Afterwards, there 

are metro and light rail, crossing through Shanghai under the ground or in the 

sky. Time passes too quickly for us to make a revolutionary posture. No time for 

questions and hesitation. There’s a voice pushing us, following the boy with 

chestnuts, wandering aggressively and aimlessly, to witness what shadow our 

Shanghai will create and when the ivy will cover all the roads” (Birdhead, n.d.). 

Theirs is a personal vision of the process of de-personalization that 

contemporary Chinese metropolis is experiencing. 

Fontcuberta (2010) sustains: “Emerge la conciencia de que el paisaje en el 

siglo XX debe aspirar a una realización de identidad, a la objetivización de un 
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paisaje interior que se encuentra en correspondencia con el mundo físico” 

(p.144). His words serve us to introduce the following section of this chapter. 

6.3 Hui jia 回家: the Return Home 

At this stage, it would be interesting to close the research with a path in reverse 

direction. In recent years, various photographers have embarked on a journey 

back to the places of their childhood or youth. Some of them live abroad, others 

reside in China, but always distant kilometers away from their places of origin. It 

is a journey in which we find ideas related to the concepts of time and space, it 

is in fact a physical path to the places of memory, where we still find the 

concepts of the public and the private that have been analyzed throughout the 

research. This journey represents the questions related to the relationship 

between individual and society. Behind this path there is in fact a search for 

one’s own identity and also an analysis of one’s position in the world. 

Zeng Han realizes the series “Leave and Return” (Liqu yu guilai 离去与归来) 

between 2003 and 2005. Regarding this project, he states: 

“One spring day in 2005, I went back to the place where I was born 30 years 

ago. What I have been looking for all this time emerged slowly when I saw my 

grandmother’s last smile and her yellow coffin in the courtyard. Since I have 

been moving between towns and cities, different living environments and 

accents, and therefore I could never really get a clear confirmation of my 

identity. After all our the years of isolation and expansion, this so-called 

‘nostalgia’ and the search for our origins are an imaginary dream and a lie for 

our generation.” (Zeng, n.d.).  

The uncertainty which his research is based on is easily read in the first shot of 

the series: the horizon is as blurred as the entire image, but we recognize the 

dashboard of a car and a paved road that stretches to a fate not entirely clear, 

while in the background a sunset or a sunrise lights the sky [Fig. 6.21]. The 

photographic series consists of fragmentary images of intimate and public 

spaces, the outside world is often represented through the window glass. In 
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other two pictures of the series we can see the corpse of the author’s 

grandmother and the yellow coffin in the backyard, mentioned in the statement. 

The last shot of the series shows us a totally dark enclosed space, but there is a 

ladder that invites us to go out through a bright opening in the ceiling [Fig. 6.22]. 

This Zeng Han’s photographic series seems like an escape from a past that he 

does not identify with, a passage from the private space of his childhood to the 

public space of his maturity. 

The search for identity can also be found in Su Jiehao’s 苏杰浩 (Guangdong, 

1988) series titled “Borderland” (Bianjiang 边疆) [Fig. 6.23]:  

“Borderland is a project deeply rooted in my personal history. I spent a few 

years living a nomadic life in China, trying to escape from the sorrow of my 

mother’s sudden death when I was in my late teenage years. After years of 

wandering, I began to work on Borderland in 2012, as a way to look inward and 

recall my early memories, to reflect on my identity, and to search for a sense of 

belonging” (Su, n.d.). 

Su reconstructs his identity through a series of urban landscapes and through 

portraits of people and special places: “Together the images comprise a 

delicate, phlegmatic, and melancholic meditation on my personal history” (Su, 

n.d.).

Unlike Zen Hang, Su is certain of his origins and on this way back home he 

finds what he was looking for: “My aim is to rebuild my self-awareness through 

an autobiographical portrait of my homeland – China, as well as to seek comfort 

through reconnection to the past. In this sense, Borderland is an intimate work 

of remembrance, tenderness, and self-consolation” (Su, n.d.). 

Photographers that were selected to be analyzed in this part seem to share this 

need to represent places, objects and people with which they identify the 

construction of their personality. 

In his series “Going Home” (Huijia 回家), realized between 2005 and 2009, Mu 

Ge 木格 (Chongqing, 1979) does not photograph the intimate spaces of his 

youth, which he mentions in the introduction of the series:  
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“In 2005, I visited my hometown, a place I am as familiar with as the back of my 

hand. My home was practically the same: a sofa in the shadow, furniture 

covered with dust. But the decorations on the wall suddenly had a sad poetic 

sense. The home harbors ignore reality. As time flies, it remains silent, keeping 

the secret of life. These works are about my hometown” (Dematté, 2010, p.4).  

His pictures are in fact dedicated to the people he meets on the route back 

home. It is a population forced to move with their families and their properties 

because of the rising of the Yangtze waters after the construction of the Three 

Gorges dam. Mu Ge (n.d.) states:  

“All along my way home, watching old cities those about to disappear, watching 

new cities those are under construction, in the ever rising water I can still feel 

the desperate life itself will shine bright sun, and the warmth of sun behind the 

young boy, in the wilderness I fell myself returning home; the faces come and 

go before my lens, their expressions are as silent as still life, which make me 

respect deeply”.  

The faces of these people are the subjects of his shots. In a contrasted black 

and white, the protagonist of one of them escapes the lens with his eyes. He is 

sitting on one of the ferries that sail along the river and behind him one can see 

tall buildings along the coast [Fig. 6.24]. Mu Ge’s photographs do not pause on 

the dust that covers the furniture of his own home, where time seems to stand 

still, but on these people, who, in the area where he grew up, are moving to 

“begin of an unknown life” (Mu, n.d.). What for him is a “return to home” is for 

this population a journey to a dark fate. 

The personal view is often used, as we have seen, with a critical attitude 

towards modernity. 

Photographer Zhu Lanqing 朱岚清 (Dongshan island, 1991)101, after studying in 

Beijing and in Taiwan, runs away from big cities to return to his place of origin, 

the Dongshan Island in Fujian: “Inevitable urban development gives people 

amnesia. They often forget what existed here before. I can only follow its pace, 

                                                 
101

 In 2014 she was given the Three Shadows Photography Award and in 2015 the Barcelona 
International Photography Award.  
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with my camera to ‘fight’ with these changes in my hometown. My hometown 

has influenced me and shaped me since I was born” (L. Zhu, 2015). For the 

artist this is a journey into the past. In fact, the series realized between 2013 

and 2015 is given the title “A Journey in Reverse Direction” (Fuxiang de lücheng

负向的旅) [Fig. 6.25]: “Shooting hometown seems like a journey in reverse 

direction, leading me to the vague memories in dark and the bottom of my 

heart”(L. Zhu, 2015). Her images are composed of everyday objects, houses, 

open landscapes, often portraits of family members or people in the street, 

details of these places that recall moments of her past. The series is collected in 

a self-edited book, which is designed as a diary and at the same time as a 

guide to these places:  

“In my work, I use BACHIMEN(the bridge to Dongshan Island) , home, Food, 

Land, God, sea as the clue to reconstruct my hometown and put these 

fragments that I collected from my hometown into a book which can be read or 

showed. In this form, these spaces, people and objects can condense on the 

paper. Through the covering and unfolding these pages, it starts to reveal the 

meaning of my hometown to me. This handmade book represents a guide book 

of my hometown” (L. Zhu, 2015). 

One of Zhu’s intentions is to reflect on Chinese urban development showing the 

other face of the Chinese reality: “It’s a section of all our hometowns which 

drifting away in the urban developing. It will give us a chance to stop and touch 

our hometown, reflect on what is the meaning of home at the same time” (L. 

Zhu, 2015). 

Xiqi Yuwang 俞西奇  (Zhejiang province, 1975), a Chinese photographer 

resident in Valencia, Spain, wants to depict the fragments of reality that recall 

the past in his shots, representing his travels back to native China:  

“Los lugares y los personajes en esta pequeña historia son parte de mis 

recuerdos de niñez, donde pasé la etapa de la adolescencia, con el tiempo 

empecé a sentir un cariño especial cuando vuelvo a pisar estos lugares. En 

general ya ni los reconozco, pero me chocan con una sensación de irrealidad y 
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fugacidad. Sabiendo que en breve dejaré de sentirlo, cuando llegue el 

momento de partir hacia España, cada día se hace especial para mí. Me siento 

excitado cuando paseo por los barrios más sucios de la ciudad, pisando 

charcos entremezclados con basura y barro gracias a las continuas 

tempestades y lluvias torrenciales, con mis nuevos zapatos de tela al estilo “El 

Viejo Pekinés”. El aroma a tierra putrefacta en el aire me trasmitía el espíritu de 

mi pueblo más real que nunca” (Yuwang, n.d.).  

Hence the series “El pequeño puente sobre el rio” (Xiao qiao liu shui 小桥流水) 

[Fig. 6.26], which he realizes with old photographic films that he, once 

developed, scans to permanently clean them with a digital photographic 

retouching program. Yuwang is moved by the transformation of these places:  

“Cuando estoy en las orillas del río, por un lado veo los nuevos rascacielos 

modernos y por el otro lado está el viejo barrio de emigrantes campesinos; todo 

aquello hacía difícil situarme en mis recuerdos sobre los pueblos del sur. Las 

impresiones se hacen cada vez más confusas; cuando vuelvo otra vez por el 

pequeño puente que creía conocer, debajo de él el río anónimo está cubierto 

de microplantas verdes y basura doméstica; nunca estás del todo seguro si el 

agua que está debajo está corriendo o parada” (Yuwang, n.d.). 

For Yuwang, the memory of his past hides behind the image of modernity: “Sus 

vidas son tremendamente reales y humildes, donde aún puedo ver la ciudad de 

mis recuerdos desnudándose de su nueva vestimenta reluciente, pero en el 

fondo, todo sigue siendo igual como siempre he conocido” (Yuwang, n.d.). In 

his shots reigns the contrast between the new city, composed of high and 

modern buildings, and the old city, made of small and dilapidated houses. In the 

latter he photographs its streets and its people, in search of something 

particular that reminds him of a past moment. 

His experience is not much different from Yang Wenjie’s 楊文潔 (Shanghai, 

1978), originally from Shanghai, before traveling to Beijing and then to the USA 

to study photography. In the series “Last summer” [Fig. 6.27], realized between 

2009 and 2010, she photographs an ancient district of Chongqing, where time 
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seems to stand still and brings up a memory of the artist’s childhood 

neighborhood:  

“I know because it happened in my city, it’s my story. I grew up in Shanghai 

during a period of profound change. Old street-level neighborhoods were being 

consumed by endless high-rise buildings, changing the landscape and way of 

life forever. Today, only a heavy dust in the air remains of most these 

communities. I was raised in an apartment that contained seven families. My 

relationship to the community was much different then. During the summer 

months, the heat would bring our lives into the street. We would cook and bath 

in the open air. Our way of life was simple, communal and we had few of the 

luxuries that seem common today. These old neighborhoods are vanishing in 

the irreversible process of urban development, along with them the lifestyles 

and memories of people who have lived there for centuries” (W. Yang, n.d.).  

In her shots she depicts places of this small neighborhood destined to be 

destroyed in order to give space to new buildings, and of course its people, who 

leave areas rich of past experiences to others, whom they have no emotional 

bond with. For Yang, this photographic research becomes a process of 

discovering her origins and her past: “Through photographing these 

neighborhoods, I have rediscovered my own past. I am documenting a 

disappearing way of life, the type of community in which I was raised” (W. Yang, 

n.d.). Through photography Yang tries to preserve these places from their final

disappearance. 

Zhang Wenxin’s 张文心 (Anhui, 1989) approach is very different. In the 2014 

series “Five Nights, Aquarium” (Wu ge yewan, shuizuguan 五个夜晚, 水族馆) 

[Fig. 6.28] he moves on the thin line between reality and fiction: “The narration 

of journey moves from real to imagined spaces, exploring the boundaries 

between autobiography and fiction” (W. Zhang, n.d.). In Zhang’s shots 

everything is suspended in a dreamlike atmosphere, where places and faces 

refer to artist’s stories and memories. The author compares this trip and these 

images to the topography of an aquarium:  
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“I try to reconstruct my inner journey from trips I’ve made between my home 

country China and San Francisco during these two years in a truthful way, but 

the overloaded feelings of estrangement and desolation created by the journey 

have transformed my memories into illusions of confinement. Due to this 

confinement, my journey story became a space-time, which resembles an 

aquarium. In this aquarium, cityscapes are fish tank decorations, people are 

fish, and writings are tank labels” (Zhang, n.d.). 

The artist then remembers how he dreamed of foreign cities, listening to songs 

in the tedium of his hometown: “I would hum the song 伝わりますか that I 

learned from imported cassettes, imagining that I was in Tokyo; or, I would sing 

California Dreamin’ that I learned from pirated CDs, imagining that I was where I 

am now” (Zhang, n.d.). 

Zhang Xiao, who was mentioned before, seems to follow this sort of new trend 

of current Chinese photography. In 2015, an exhibition of his latest works with 

the title “About My Hometown” (Guanyu guxiang 關於故鄉) was organized at the 

Blindspot gallery, Hong Kong. The central theme of this exhibition was Zhang’s 

homeland. The four works centered on this topic differ in technique and style: in 

the “Shift” (Yi 移) series [Fig. 6.29] realized between 2012 and 2015, where he 

elaborates collage using the emulsified paper extracted from polaroid in black 

and white tonalities, the images reproduce fragmentary elements of his place of 

origin; for the series “Eldest Sister”, “Relatives” and “Three Sisters” (Dajie 大姐, 

Qinqi 亲戚 , San zimei 三姊妹 ) [Fig. 6.30] Zhang recovers family portraits 

realized by “street photographers” (or “drifters of images”, Yinxiang liulangren 影

像流浪人 ) characterized by pop and kitsch filters (Chun, 2015); the series 

“Living” (Huozhe 活着) was inspired by his mother who, in order to get her 

pension, sent pictures of herself holding the current daily newspaper to the 

authorities, so that she could demonstrate that she was still alive; Zhang re-

enacts this action to confirm his existence; finally “Home Theater” (Jiating 

yinyuan 家庭影院) is a mixed installation that is connected to the author’s 

childhood memories. 

Gu Zheng (2015), analyzing these photographic works of Zhang Xiao, states: 
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“I feel that after experiencing an expansive (or even surging, at times) ‘spatial 

turn’, contemporary Chinese photography may be on the verge of a new phase, 

which is how to return to a particular ‘place’ through photography. When 

Chinese photographers have encapsulated all sorts of settings and phenomena 

in their artworks, it is probably time that they return to where they have come 

from to see what has happened there, if possible. That may prompt a shift in the 

rendering of China’s tremendous changes, both in the ways of seeing and 

conceptual shift”.  

This “shift” seems to have already happened in contemporary Chinese 

photography. As we have observed in these last pages, behind this return to 

places of origin and to a new personal approach, a new series of questions 

about modernity that has changed and is changing the country is actually 

hidden. 

The photographer and Chinese scholar suggests a new definition for this new 

trend:  

“On the examination of ‘place’, it may already have become a necessity to truly 

grasp, depict and reflect on what is happening in China rather than settle for a 

shallow interpretation of the subject. Perhaps such photography may already be 

called the ‘Photography of Place’, and Zhang’s works about his hometown can 

be seen as the inception of the ‘Photography of Place’ in China” (Gu, 2015).  

In this study we observed how places, composed of different spatiality, have 

been and continue to be one of the favorite subjects of contemporary Chinese 

photography. Those places which have been and always will be an endless 

source of inspiration for cultural production of every field. 

6.4 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have seen that the new Millennium represents the beginning 

of a new era for Chinese art that is full of contradictions. The proliferation of new 

spaces dedicated to contemporary art permits a greater diffusion of this kind of 
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art, but poor management leads only to partial and incorrect presentation of the 

art produced in China today.  

The continuous development of the contemporary Chinese cities still attracts 

the photographic gaze of many artists, that in this period use the photographic 

instrument to represent the intrinsic ambiguity of the contemporary Chinese 

reality.  

This is also why many of these artists begin to find genuineness only in the 

analysis of their own intimate world. In the last pages of the chapter we have 

seen that the recent photographic production in China has been characterized 

by a journey back to places of origin. Travels that at the same time try to 

understand one’s self better and attempt to present the contradictions of 

contemporary Chinese society.   
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CONCLUSIONS 

In the last pages of this research we observed that even in the most recent 

Chinese photographic production representing a certain spatiality is of central 

importance. From the beginning we stressed that photography is an essential 

tool for representing space and locations. At this stage it is possible to state that 

in the specific case of the Chinese photographic production, this use of the 

medium appears as a constant in the recent decades. The great changes in 

terms of spatiality the country was subjected to in the new race to the “progress” 

have contributed to the increase of artistic works related to certain issues. 

Starting from the main assumption of this research, we have seen that there is a 

common thread that links most of the latest Chinese photographic production: 

the representation of public and private spaces, and consequently of problems 

related to these spaces within the Chinese society that has in the recent 

decades been marked by constant changes. Every single time the authors 

critically observe the changes taking place in China and the way they reflect in 

both public and private spaces of everyday lives, the narrative of the Power is 

undermined. 

A narrative that shows a country moving forward towards progress, towards a 

utopian modernity, without any obstacle. The iconic images of this narrative are 

the great metropolis that have with their shiny new skyscrapers reached 

incredible dimensions with unimaginable speed.  

The artists analyzed in this research reply to this phenomena by portraying 

landscapes in ruins, the symbol of the already vanished social fabric. We have 

seen how private spaces became places of expression of dissent from a society 

that the authors feel they no longer belong to. Or places where one can find 

shelter, when outside there is nothing but an alienating and oppressive city. 

Some artists, however, move in public spaces, the ones that the Power is trying 

to fill up with symbols, and through narrating personal memories challenge the 

Power’s version of a common History. These are the “urban memories” 

(Delgado, 2001, p. 12) that oppose to the univocal memory imposed by the 

Power through places, such as monuments, that want to glorify a History written 

from above.   
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A Matter of Space 

It is evident that the need to represent spatial problems emerged almost at the 

first stages of unofficial photography in the PRC. The rural/urban dichotomy 

marked this first photographic production, and not only the one of the 

documentary style. We have seen how the first experiments and reflections on 

the photographic medium, set around the city in full process of change in the 

era of reforms, started by Deng Xiaoping. The streets of the Chinese city are 

the subject of the first experimental gaze of Chinese photographic production. 

This particular relationship between photography and urban landscape is 

already clear in the words of Kracauer (1960):  

“ […]through this concern with unstaged reality, photography tends to stress the 

fortuitous. Random events are the very meat of snapshots. […] Hence the 

attractiveness of street crowds. […] Marville, Stieglitz, Atget – all of them, as 

has been remarked, acknowledged city life as a contemporary and photogenic 

major theme. Dreams nurtured by the big cities thus materialized as pictorial 

records of chance meetings, strange overlappings, and fabulous coincidences.” 

(p. 19). 

Just like the great masters cited by Kracauer, Gu Zheng wanders through the 

city of Shanghai in search of these fortuitous events. Mo Yi moves through the 

crowd in the city of Tianjin in search of an objective picture of the convulsing 

urban reality, while Zhang Hai’er moves in the dark night of the city of 

Guangzhou, photographing a world hovering between public and private, reality 

and fiction, wisdom and madness. 

The places of madness, or rather the places where attempts are made to isolate 

and correct madness, are what Yuan Dongping has devoted his photographic 

work to. 

Besides him denouncing the conditions in psychiatric asylums, the conceptual 

depth of this work has been emphasized, since the spatialities photographed by 

Yuan provide a clear view on the enforcement of the disciplinary power with its 

homogenizing rules. The same rules that at the turn of the eighties and nineties 
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drove many artists to marginal spaces. The inmantes and artists share a 

common identity, not fitting into the story of officialdom, set by the bodies of 

Power.  

In the immediate post-Tian’anmen, these problems related to spatiality are no 

longer to be addressed at a theoretical level, as they become physically tangible 

in the life of the artists themselves. Phenomena like “Apartment Art” and the 

formation of artistic villages show the way artists in this period physically occupy 

a marginal spatiality, whether it is a private apartment or a neighborhood in the 

outskirts of the city. They share this condition with large sections of the 

population, such as vagabonds, street thieves, prostitutes, illegal workers, etc. 

Moreover, the research has revealed how, during the nineties, the selected 

authors showed particular interest in the complex dialogue between public and 

private spaces. Tian’anmen Square as an emblematic place and “monument” of 

Power is one of the main objectives of the experimental artists of the recent 

decades thus far. We have seen Ai Weiwei’s satirical version of the portrait that, 

generation after generation, a whole population has made at the foot of the 

picture of Mao, or Song Dong’s ritual performance on the immense stone floor 

of the square, calling back the times of the national history when people had 

appropriated the place, momentarily snatching it from the control of the Power. 

The images of ruined houses in the old neighborhoods of the capital, depicted 

in Rong Rong’s photographs, show us formerly private spaces which have 

eventually turned into something public; a transitional space, fixed midway 

between a wrecked past and a blurry future and a kind of metaphor for the fate 

of the Chinese population in this time of great change. 

Furthermore, there are the private spaces of personal dwelling reiterated by 

Chen Lingyang and Song Yongping, which are shown to the public through 

photographic record; places of reclusion, where one isolates themself from the 

agressiveness and misunderstanding of the external world.  

These works point out that the division between the public and the private is in 

continuous mutation: a constant process of construction and destruction of the 

barrier separating the two categories. 
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The new millennium, along with the world of free market, has moreover brought 

in new spatialities: skyscrapers and shopping malls that appear everywhere like 

symbols of the new trend in the Chinese society. They are related to the 

concept of “hyper-reality”:  

“Such descriptions attached to postmodern society by Baudrillard 30 years ago, 

seem like a self-fulfilling prophecy in China today. Seen in light of the great 

transformation of urbanization China is now undertaking, the actual viewsights 

appear overwhelmingly to be something kind of Hyperreality” (Zeng, n.d.). 

To symbolize this exasperation of urban building, the girls of Weng Fen are 

caught sitting on a wall and watching their own “future” materialize in the 

silhouette of a  “generic city”: “The Generic City is on its way from verticality to 

horizontality. The skyscraper looks as if it will be the final, definitive typology. It 

has swallowed everything else. It can exist anywhere: in a rice field, or 

downtown - it makes no difference anymore” (Koolhaas, 1993, p.1253). 

However, as Lefebvre (2008) states, the city does not lie in the actual reality, 

though it represents a future “illuminating virtuality” (p.609), as perfectly 

represented by the “fictions” recreated in the real estate maquettes of Xing 

Danwen, halfway between the “dream” of an ideal city and the harsh reality of 

the city as it is. 

If during the eighties and nineties the government was pushing artists towards 

alternative spaces, with the beginning of the new millennium we are witnessing 

it enter the spaces of artistic production and promotion, hence the shift from 

artistic villages to districts, meant to control the artists and promote a new, more 

permissive look overseas. 

The recent phenomenon of the massive construction of new museums conveys 

the idea of the need to “sell” Chinese art by presenting it like any other product. 

The fact that these spaces stay empty most of the time suggests that 

importance is given to the container rather than the content. 

New public spaces appear in the new millenium, like the ones provided by new 

technologies and the spread of the internet, where young photographers can 

post personal images without wanting to convey any important messages. 
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This is the case of Zeng Han’s photographs, seeking that “fortuitous” mentioned 

by Kracauer, events with no special significance, except for the interest 

attracting the gaze of the photographer. 

As stated by Teyssot (2013, p.283) “like a Mobius strip”, there is no separation 

between inside and outside, between public and private anymore, because they 

all belong to the same world, with no more divisions. Hence the photographs of 

Ren Hang’s and Lin Zhi Peng’s friends in the most intimate circumstances, 

displayed on the internet for everybody to see, without having a true story 

behind. 

In the world where the spaces we live in are becoming more and more 

ephemeral, we have seen how in the most recent productions the photographic 

instrument has been used to delve deeper in the personal roots. It is a “return 

home” which can be observed in the work of many of the latest photographers, 

in their attempt to analyze their identity, starting from the places of their 

childhood. Far from being a strictly personal view, these authors represent the 

places of childhood and of their own past to examine the alienation of 

contemporary Chinese society. Like in the intimate spaces represented by Zhu 

Lanqing, far from the fervor of the Chinese metropolis. On the other hand, Yang 

Wenjie recognizes her origins when realizing a reportage on the process of 

dismemberment of a community set in by the urban advancement, since she 

was brought up in a very similar neighborhood. 

To sum up, this is just the latest episode of a story, with public and private 

spaces of these generations of Chinese photographers as protagonists. We 

have shown that these autors understood that photography could be the best 

tool to represent this kind of spaces, due to its intrinsic, highly conceptual 

characteristics: its capacity to recall time and space, which allowed them to give 

voice to the memory of these places; its physicality which implies the 

reproduction of both the artist’s body and the way it relates to a particular 

spatiality; its ambiguity, the almost involuntary game between fiction and reality, 

which allows to question the everyday life.  
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This research aimed at focusing on a particular perspective from which to 

observe the Chinese contemporary photographic production, as well as 

remembering that a photograph often reiterates the act of observing through a 

window: a “look outward” meant to understand or simply observe the world we 

live in. 

A Matter of Influences 

Already in the first pages of this research it was clear that the relationship 

between photography and other fileds of Chinese art is subject to variegated 

mutual influence; the hereby presented rural/urban dichotomy in photography 

constitutes a major theme of the Chinese literature of the eighties as well as the 

cinematic production of those years. In addition, the research showed that 

artistic fields should not be presented as separate entities, but as an endless 

web of relationships and influences. 

This has been observed when dealing with the photography of the eighties, 

though it is also evident in the artistic production of the nineties. An example of 

this may be provided by Chen Lingyang’s photographs and its numerous 

connections with female literature, produced only a few years earlier. 

The nineties brought up many questions and issues that reiterated in various 

areas of artistic production: the artist’s marginality in contemporary society; the 

state of constant destruction and construction of the Chinese city; a recent 

collective memory and its close relationship with emblematic places such as 

Tian’anmen Square; a private memory, related to the family and the places of 

childhood; etc. 

In China, this network of relations came to be particularly evident in the eighties 

and nineties as a consequence of different aspects of the cultural production, 

like in Beijing, where the concentration of the main artists belonging to various 

fields merged the various influences in a completely natural way. In the eighties 

and nineties the global connections were purely unilateral, that is, the influences 

would solely income from abroad, thus leaving no chance for a real dialogue 

with the global trends. 
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As a result, the Chinese cultural production was exclusively endogamous, so it 

was easier for different artistic fields to influence one another. Nevertheless, we 

can observe how even with the new millennium and with the beginning of a 

greater flow of both incoming and outgoing artists, the Chinese share a 

tendency to reprise certain themes. Still today we can find a certain homogenity 

regarding the themes artists deal with, which is due to the infulence that art 

critics and curators exert on individual artists. This suggests that the market 

now plays a fundamental role in determining whether a certain theme is to be 

dealt with or not. We believe that in order to present a complete map of the 

artistic production of a given historical and artistic context, we should in the 

future continue to utilize this approach that takes various artistic disciplines into 

consideration.  

A Matter of Theory 

It would have been difficult to realize this research without taking into account 

the many contributions brought in by the theory of photography. This type of 

analysis has in fact allowed us to highlight the conceptual complexity of many of 

the presented works as well as to give greater value to the influences of 

photographers and the related trends outside of China. 

The first three photographers included in the analysis, who were active in the 

second half of the eighties, are clear examples of an attention to the intrinsic 

characteristics of the medium. Let us take the case of Mo Yi who plays with the 

double capability of the photographic tool to represent both reality and fiction. 

His is a clear break with the kind of documentary photography produced during 

the decade, that was still linked to the realist current of the previous decades. 

This also proves to be a formal break, when compared to photographers who 

claimed to use the medium as a paintbrush. In that respect, Mo Yi and other 

photographers seek “experimentation” by using distorting lenses, long exposure 

times and the flash in night shots, without following a proper formal 

construction. By using this kind of tools for photographic implementation, they 

aim at representing the convulsed and alienated world of the modern Chinese 

city. 
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In the nineties, the artists who preferred the photographic medium still used the 

experimental approach, the result of an increased attention to the intrinsic 

features of the medium and a greater awareness of the photography produced 

outside of China so far. 

A relevant example is provided by Rong Rong’s work, not so much because of 

his work on ruins as such, but rather because of depicting “worn out” images, 

which denotes a careful conceptual approach. Rong Rong presented these 

images in the form of a “trace”, like a footprint left by someone, finally 

succeeding in highlighting their ravaged, ephemeral nature. This can almost be 

defined as a Dadaist act, since photographed photographs function as ready-

mades (Marra, 1999, p.15). 

On the other hand, Ai Weiwei in his ongoing intention to ridicule the symbols of 

established Power, portrayed one of the guards who patrol Tian’anmen Square: 

this is an analytical gaze that encloses the entire body of the man in uniform, in 

order not to represent his human character but rather to present it as a symbol 

of the political power taking over this particular space. 

The use of photography as a means to keep record of the artistic practice, such 

as the performative one, is essential for the understanding of Song Dong’s 

performance in Tian’anmen Square. The same goes for the artists of the Beijing 

East Village, since, had it not been for the documentation of photographers 

such as Rong Rong, we would today not be able to observe how certain actions 

had been completed. 

Coming back to the concept of “trace”, it is clear that when we look at a 

photograph, because of its characteristic of indexicality, we are faced with the 

physical reality itself, as if we were witnessing the action directly. The intrinsic 

physicality of photography makes it the ideal tool to represent certain artistic 

practices. 

This concept can be applied to Chen Lingyang’s series, where she uses the 

mirror to convey the typical ambiguity of photography in its relation with the 

reality. 

A further confirmation can be seen in the way Song Yongping, who had 

previously trained as a painter, decided to use the photographic tool to 

document the illness of his parents and their final days of life. He was aware of 
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the specific characteristics of the medium, or rather of the fact that the 

photographic image links directly to the ideas of time and memory. 

Song was also aware that photography is the perfect tool to represent privacy. 

This brings us to the last generation of the analyzed photographers, which 

focuses on the representation of personal things. Whether they depict friends in 

sexual postures, or the streets of their hometown, or question the Chinese 

modernity, these photographers tend to use the camera like a prosthesis of their 

own body; the photographic medium in fact allows the representation of the 

world from a personal point of view just like an extension of the visual ability. 

This brings us back to the point of departure, to the window witnessing the first 

photograph being taken in the first half of the nineteenth century, and above all, 

witnessing the “outward look” that photography is still today endowed with. 

Although many things have changed from a technological point of view, this 

primordial idea remains present. 

Chinese Photography in the Global Context 

The research has shown how the analyzed authors had been influenced by the 

great masters of photography. The importance of photographers like Robert 

Frank and William Klein for the first generation of Chinese experimental 

photographers is essential. Their influence does not only regard style, but also 

content: we refer to the particular interest in catching glimpses of life in the 

streets of large cities shown by the photographers of the eighties. 

Since the nineties we can on one hand notice an interest in photographers who 

have used the photographic instrument as a “cold” and objective tool, nothing 

but a machine to reproduce reality. The photographic works by August Sander 

and Diane Arbus, or the most recent experience of the so-called “Düsseldorf 

School”, have been of great inspiration for the recent Chinese production. On 

the other hand, there is a further interest in photographers who use the medium 

as a tool of personal knowledge of the world, in a subjective sense, like the 

works of the Japanese Daido Moriyama and Araki, or the “Western” Nan Goldin 
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and Wolfgang Tillmans. This shows the ever-growing willingness of Chinese 

authors to deepen their knowledge and learn new ways of using the medium. 

Chinese photography has found its place in the global context not only in a 

conceptual sense. The issues related to the spaces, analyzed in this research, 

have been the subject of further analysis in many other contexts and by many 

authors. Let us think about the American cities represented in the photography 

of Camilo José Vergara, a path through a place’s memory and above all a deep 

reflection on the passing of time, or the black and white representation of the 

pre-Olympic Barcelona by Humberto Rivas, Manolo Laguillo and Llorenç Martí, 

a city in full process of change. Likewise, the black and white ruins of the war-

torn Beirut and the suburbs of European cities photographed by Gabriele 

Basilico, or the portraits of the streets of the world’s great capitals by Philip-

Lorca di Corcia, the kitsch view on the new spaces of contemporary society in 

the shots by Martin Parr and the “hyperrealist” districts of the French capital 

reproduced in the photographs of Laurent Kronental. 

There are many more photographers who have looked at the Chinese city, such 

as  Edward Burtynsky, Sze Tsung Leong, Thomas Struth, Francesco Jodice, 

Michael Wolf, Andreas Gursky and Greg Girard. The Chinese city, which based 

its utopian avant-garde in Hong Kong, has now turned into the symbol of the 

metropolis of the future, surpassing cities like New York in the popular 

imagination. 

Possible Future Developments of the Research 

I would like to conclude this dissertation with some ideas I have failed to 

develop comprehensively and some thoughts that were born along the way. 

In the future we may continue to study the latest developments in the promotion 

and production of Chinese art from the point of view of the spatialities related to 

these processes. The recent trend of the mass opening of museums dedicated 

to contemporary art is opening up to new phenomena, which nurture a certain 
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fervor over this topic. Let us take into consideration the rise of new artistic 

centers, far from big cities and capitals of contemporary Chinese art. 

One aspect which has not been fully examined and that could be one of the 

future developments of the research is the impact of the internet on Chinese 

photographic production. We have analyzed one of the trends that entered the 

art world thanks to this new channel, though we have not discussed how it 

came about. In the future, the channels of promotion and production of 

photography on the internet, along with the impact that social networks have on 

the current photographic production, should be studied.  

All these new tendencies that partly developed thanks to the internet, helped us 

discover a large number of photographers who carried out a research trip to 

their places of origin, something we keep in mind for possible development of 

our work. What is more, during the realization of the research we did not clarify 

whether this trend has its counterpart in other areas of artistic production, so 

one of the future aims is to investigate this aspect. 

Finally, during the realization of the research we learned about the many 

similarities between the pre-Olympic periods of Beijing and Barcelona. In both 

cases, a profound urban remodeling is easily recognizable, which led to the 

birth of the “hyperreal” cities. They have both undergone a profound demolition 

and construction process, which many photographers were able to witness. 

Similarly, many authors have photographed the “new” city that has emerged 

from this rubble, so it would not be difficult to carry out a comparative study of 

the photographic representation of these processes in the two cities. Another 

aspect to be taken into consideration is whether other cities in the pre-Olympic 

period have received the same interest from authors who privilege the 

photographic tool. 
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Fig. 0.01 Map of Beijing artist villages and art districts: 

1. 798 Art District (798 Yishu qu 798 艺术区 )

2. Beijing East Village (Beijing dongcun 北京东村)

3. Caochangdi Art District (Caochangdi yishuqu 草场地艺术区 )

4. Songzhuang Art District (Songzhuang yishuqu 宋庄艺术区)

5. Yuanmingyuan art village (Yuanmingyuan huajia cun 圆明园画家村)

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 
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Fig. 1.01 Jules Itier (1802-1877), Qiying and Members 
of the French Embassy on Board L'Archimède, 24 

October 1844, daguerreotype, 17 x 21 cm.  

Fig. 1.02 Jules Itier (1802-1877), Street Scene,  
Guangzhou, November 1844, daguerreotype, 17x 21 

cm.  

Fig. 1.03 Pierre Joseph Rossier (ca.1829-1897), Canton, Silk Street, 1858 - 1859, 
albumen silver print, 7.6 x 7 cm. 

Fig. 1.04 Felice Beato (1832-1909), Interior of the 
Angle of North Taku Fort, 21-22 August 1860,  

albumen silver print, 24.4 x 30 cm.   

Fig. 1.05 Milton M. Miller (1830-1899), Mandarin Man 
and Wife, about 1864, albumen silver print, 25.4 x 

32.5 cm. 
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Fig. 1.06 William Saunders (1832-1892), Chinese 
Actors, 1860s, albumen silver print, 17.8 x 24.3 cm. 

Fig. 1.07 John Thomson (1837-1921), Scene 
in Nanking Arsenal, 1874, collotype, 23.3 x 

28.6 cm.  

Fig. 1.10 Sze Yuen Ming & Co. 施潤明 (active 1892s-

1900s), Chinese Flattening Tea Leaves, 1890, 220 x 
255 mm. 

Fig. 1.09 Lai Afong 賴阿芳 (active 1859-1900), from the 

album “40 Views of Foochow and Min River”, 1870,  albu-
men silver print, 205 x 280 mm. 

Fig. 1.08 Liang Shitai 梁時泰 (active 1870s-

1880s) Seventh Prince Feeding Deer, Stamped 
with his Seals, 1887, albumen silver print. 

Fig. 1.11 Chen Wanli 陳萬里 (1892-

1969), After Ni Yunlin’s [Ni Zan] Small 
Landscape of Pines & Rocks (On the 

Path at Panshan to the East of Beijing), 
ca. 1919-1924, gelatin silver print. 
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Fig. 1.13 Liu Bannong 劉半農 (1891-

1934), The Dance (Wu 舞), 1926, gelatin 

silver print.  

Fig. 1.14 Lang Jingshan 郎静山 (1892-1995),  

A Lakeside View in the Fall, 1939, 37 x 50 cm.  

Fig. 1.12 Logo of the “Photographic Society of China”  

(Zhongguo Sheying Xuehui 中國攝影學會), 1925.  

Fig. 1.15 The Chinese Journal of  
Photography  

(Zhonghua Sheying Zazhi 中華攝影雜誌), 

1933/35.  

Fig. 1.16 Flying Eagle (Feiying 飛鷹), 

1936/37. 

Fig. 1.17 Shanghai view, in Modern Sketch  

(Shidai manhua 时代漫画), Nº1, 1934. 
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Fig. 1.18 Zhang Yuanheng 张沅恒 (s.1930),  

Trio of Light and Shadow 

(Guang yu ying de sanchongzou 光与影的三重奏), 

1933.  

Fig. 1.19 Sha Fei 沙飞(1912-1950), 

Coolies, Shanghai, 1930s. 
 

Fig. 1.20 Wu Yinxian 吴印咸(1900-1994), 

Begging for Food to Fill the Stomach, 1937. 
 

Fig. 1.21 Jin-Cha-Ji Pictorial  

(Jin-Cha-Ji huabao 晋察冀畫報),  

N°1, July 1942. 

Fig. 1.22 Sha Fei 沙飞 (1912-1950), The Eighth Route 

Army Fighting on the Ancient Great Wall, 1938. 
 

Fig. 1.23 Wu Yinxian 吴印咸 (1900-1994), 

Comrade Zhou Enlai Making a Speech, 
Yan’an, 1945. 
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Fig. 1.24 Zhang Xueben 庄学本 (1909-

1984), Head Ornaments of a Young Boy, 
Serxu county, Xikang, 1930s. 

Fig. 1.25 China Pictorial  

(Renmin Huabao 人民画报), 

September 1951. 

Fig. 1.26 Weng Naiqiang 翁乃强 (1936), 

Mao on Tian’anmen Square, 
18 August 1966. 

Fig. 1.27 Family studio portrait, 1973. 

Fig. 1.28 Li Zhensheng 李振盛 (1940), Li in his 

office at the Heilongjiang Daily in Harbin impersona-
tes a mythical movie hero confronting his enemy and 

ready to fight (photographed with a self-timer),  
15 June 1966.   
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Fig. 2.02 Li Xiaobin 李晓斌 (1955), Demonstration 

4 April 1976, Tian’anmen Square, Beijing.  

Fig. 2.01 Wu Peng 吴鹏 (1948), Demonstration 4 

April 1976, Tian’anmen Square, Beijing.  

Fig. 2.03 Cover of  “People’s Mourning” (Renmin de 

daonian 人民的悼念), 1979.  

Fig. 2.04 Li Xiaobin 李晓斌 (1955),   

Shangfangzhe 上访者, 1977. 

Fig. 2.05 Luo Zhongli 罗中立 (1948), 

“Fuqin 父亲” (Father) 1980, oil on canvas, 

215 x150 cm. 

Fig. 2.06 Wang Miao 王苗 (1951),  
Devot Worshippers in Bajiao Street  

(Bakuojie shang de chaobaizhe 八廓街上的朝拜者), 

Lhasa, Tibet, 1983.  
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Fig. 2.07 Wang Zhiping 王志平 (1947), A Lifetime 

on the Sea (Haishang yi beizi 海上一辈子), Hebei, 

1978. 

Fig. 2.08 Wu Jialin 吴家林 (1942), Birds Seller 

(Mainiaoren 买鸟人), 1989. 

Fig. 2.09 Zhu Xianmin 朱宪民, The Mas-

ses Regard Food as their Heaven (Min yi 

shi wei tian 民以食为天), 1980, Henan.   

Fig. 2.10 Yu Deshui 于德水 

(1953), Henan 河南, 1985.  

Fig. 2.11 Zhang Hai’er  张海儿 (1957), Wang Wei 

with a Man Smoking, (Wang Wei he yi wei xiyan 

nanzi王维和一位吸烟男子), Guangzhou, 1989.  

Fig. 2.12 Zhang Hai’er  张海儿 (1957),  

Hu Yanli 胡源莉, Guangzhou, 1989. 
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Fig. 2.13 Zhang Hai’er  张海儿 (1957), 

Self Portrait, Guangzhou, 1987. 

Fig.  2.14 Gu Zheng 顾铮 (1959), 

Shanghai sketch n.1  

(Shanghai suxie上海速写),  

Shanghai, 1986-1989.  

Fig. 2.15 Gu Zheng 顾铮 (1959), 

Shanghai sketch n.2  

(Shanghai suxie上海速写),  

Shanghai, 1986-1989. 

Fig. 2.16 Gu Zheng 顾铮 (1959), 

Shanghai sketch n.5  

(Shanghai suxie上海速写),  

Shanghai, 1986-1989.  
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Fig. 2.18 Mo Yi 莫毅 (1958), Scenery 

(Fengjing 风景), Tianjin, 1983-1989. 

Fig. 2.19 Mo Yi 莫毅 (1958), My Illusory City No.9 (Wo 

de xuhuan de chengshi 我虚幻的城市), Tianjin, 1987. 

Fig. 2.20 Mo Yi 莫毅 (1958), Expression of the Street 

No.1 (Jiedao de biaoqing  街道的表情), Tianjin, 1988. 

Fig. 2.17 Gu Zheng 顾铮 (1959), 

Shanghai sketch n.7 

(Shanghai suxie 上海速写),  

Shanghai, 1986-1989. 

Fig. 3.01  Yuan Dongping 袁冬平 (1956), 

Tianjin 天津, 1989.  

Fig. 3.02  Yuan Dongping 袁冬平 (1956), 

Guizhou 贵州, 1989.  
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Fig. 3.03  Yuan Dongping 袁冬平 (1956), 

Tianjin 天津, 1989.  

Fig. 3.04  Yuan Dongping 袁冬平 (1956), 

Tianjin 天津, 1989.  

Fig. 3.05 Yuan Dongping 袁冬平 (1956), 

Guizhou 贵州, 1989. 

Fig. 3.06 Yuan Dongping 袁冬平 (1956), 

Tianjin 天津, 1989.  

Fig. 4.01  Song Dong 宋冬 (1966), Water Writing Diary, 1995. 

Fig. 4.02  Yin Xiuzhen 尹秀珍 (1963), Woolen Sweaters,  

Installation (woollen sweater, threads unravelled from the sweater, 
needle), 1995. 
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Fig. 4.03  Lin Tianmiao 林天苗 (1961), Bound and 

Unbound, Installation (white cotton thread, video 
projection, household objects), 1995-1997.  

Fig. 4.04  Rong Rong 荣荣, 12 Square Meters (12 

pingfang mi 十二平方米), Zhang Huan 张洹  
performance, 1994. 

Fig. 4.05  Rong Rong 荣荣, 65 kg, 

Zhang Huan 张洹 performance, 1994. 

Fig. 4.06  Rong Rong 荣荣, Fen-Ma Liuming’s Lunch, 

Ma Liuming 马六明 performance, 1994  

(from behind Xing Danwen 邢丹文).  

Fig. 5.01 Ai Weiwei 艾未未 (1957), 

June 1994, 1994. 

Fig. 5.02 Dong Xiwen 董希文 (1914-1973), 
The Founding of the Nation  

(Kaiguo dadian 开国大典),  

1953, oil on canvas, 230 x 405 cm.  
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Fig.5.03 Sun Zixi 孙滋溪 (1929), In front of Tian’an-

men (Tian’anmen qian天安门前), 1964, oil on can-

vas, 155 x 285 cm.  

Fig. 5.04  Wang Jinsong 王劲松 (1963),  
Taking a picture in front of Tian’anmen,  

(Tian’anmen qian liu ge ying 天安门前留个影), 

1992,  
oil on canvas, 125 x 185 cm. 

Fig. 5.05 Ai Weiwei 艾未未 (1957), Study of Perspective, 1995. 

Fig. 5.06 Ai Weiwei 艾未未 (1957), Seven Frames, 1994. 

Fig.5.07 Song Dong 宋冬 (1966), Breathing (1), 

1996.  
Fig. 5.08 Song Dong 宋冬 (1966), Breathing (2), 

1996.  
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Fig. 5.09 Yin Xiuzhen 尹秀珍 (1963), The Ruined 

Capital  

(Fei du 废都), 1996, 

Installation (cement powder, furniture, tile), 
Variable dimensions. 

Fig. 5.10 Sui Jianguo 隋建国 (1956), Ruins,  

Part of the Three Man United Studio  

(San ren lianhe gongzuo shi 三人联合工作室) 
 group installation “Property Development” (Kaifa 

jihua 开发计划), Central Academy of Fine Arts, 

Beijing, 1995. 

Fig. 5.11 Zhan Wang 展望 (1962), Ruin Cleaning 

(Qing xi feixu 清洗废墟), 1995, performance. 

Fig. 5.12 Wang Jinsong 王劲松 (1963), 

One Hundred Signs of Demolitions 

(Bai chai tu 百拆图), 1999. 

Fig. 5.13 Zhang Dali 张大力 (1963), 

Dialogue (Duihua 对话), 1999. 

Fig. 5.14 Rong Rong 榮榮 (1968), Beijing No.1 [Part 

1], 1997. 

Fig. 5.15 Rong Rong 榮榮 (1968), 
Beijing No.1 [Part 2], 1997. 

174



 

Fig. 5.16 Chen Lingyang 陈羚羊 (1975), Twelve Flower Months  

(Shi’er hua yue 十二花月), 2000. 

Fig. 5.18 Chen Lingyang 陈羚羊 
(1975), 

Twelve Flower Months  

(Shi’er hua yue 十二花月), 

2000. 

Fig. 5.17 Chen Lingyang 陈羚羊 (1975), 

Twelve Flower Months (Shi’er hua yue 十二花月), 

2000. 

Fig.  5.19 Chen Lingyang 陈羚羊 (1975), 25:00 No.1, 2002. 
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Fig. 5.20.1-8 Song Yongping 宋永平 (1961),  

My Parents Series (Wo de fumu 我的父母), 1998-2001. 

Fig. 5.20.1 Fig. 5.20.2 Fig. 5.20.3 

Fig. 5.20.4 Fig. 5.20.5 Fig. 5.20.6 

Fig. 5.20.7 Fig. 5.20.8 
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Fig. 5.21 Wang Fuchun 王福春 (1943), Chinese on 

the Train (Huocheshang de zhongguoren 火车上的

中国人), 1998-2001. 

Fig. 5.22 Wang Fuchun 王福春 (1943), Chinese 

on the Train (Huocheshang de zhongguoren 火车

上的中国人), 1998-2001. 

 

Fig. 5.23 Wang Fuchun 王福

春 (1943),  
Chinese on the Train 

(Huocheshang de  

zhongguoren 火车上的中国

人),  

Fig. 5.24 Jiang Jian 姜健 (1953),  

Masters (Zhuren 主人),  

1993-2003. 
 

Fig. 5.25 Jiang Jian 姜健 (1953), 

 Masters (Zhuren 主人),  

1993-2003. 
 

Fig. 5.26 Liu Zheng 劉錚 (1969),  

The Chinese (Zhongguoren 中国人),  

1994-2001. 

Fig. 5.27 Liu Zheng 劉錚 (1969),  

The Chinese (Zhongguoren 中国人),  

1994-2001. 
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Fig. 6.01 Weng Fen 翁奋 (1961),  
One the Wall - Shenzhen,  

(Qiqiang 骑墙 / 深圳), 2002.  

Fig. 6.02 Zhu Feng 朱锋 (1974), Shanghai Zero Degree  

(Shanghai lingdu 上海零度), 2004.  
 

Fig. 6.03 Xing Danwen 邢丹文 (1967), Urban Fiction  

(Dushi yanyi 都市演绎), 2004.  

Fig. 6.04 Xing Danwen 邢丹文 (1967),  
Urban Fiction  

(Dushi yanyi 都市演绎), 2004. 
 

Fig. 6.05 Yang Yongliang 杨泳梁 (1980),  

Phantom Landscape  

(Shen shi shanshui 蜃市山水), 2006.  
 

Fig. 6.06 Jiang Pengyi 蒋鹏奕 (1977),  

Unregistered City 

(Bu bei zhuce de chengshi 不被注册的城市), 

2010. 
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Fig. 6.07 Shi Guorui 史国瑞 (1964), New CCTV, Beijing, 

19 Novembre 2007. 

Fig. 6.08 Yan Ming 严明, Country of Ambi-

tion  

(Daguo zhi 大国志), 2006-2010. 

Fig. 6.09 Zhang Kechun 张克纯 (1980), The Yellow 

River  

(Huang he 黄河), 2014. 

Fig. 6.10 Zhang Kechun (1980), The Yellow River 

(Huang he 黄河), 2014. 

Fig. 6.11 Zhang Xiao 张晓 (1981), Subdue, 2008. 

Fig. 6.12 Zhang Xiao 张晓 (1981), They 

(Tamen 他们), 2006-2008. 
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Fig. 6.13 Zhang Xiao 张晓 (1981), Coastline 

(Hai’anxian 海岸线), 2009-2013. 

Fig. 6.14 Ma Hongjie 马宏杰 (1963),  

Family Staff (Jiadang 家当), 2007-2008. 

Fig. 6.15 Li Jun 李俊 (1977), Impermanent Instant 

(Wuchangshi 无常时), 2008. 

Fig. 6.16 Zeng Han 曾翰 (1974),  

Hi! Where are you going?  

(Hei? Ni qu na’r? 嘿！你去哪儿？),  1998-2001. 

Fig. 6.17 Lin Zhi Peng 林志鹏 (a.k.a. 223, 1979), 

New Pants (Xin kuzi 新裤子), 2008. 

Fig. 6.18 Ren Hang 任航 (1987), Untitled, 2009. 
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Fig. 6.19 Sun Yanchu 孫彦初 (1978),  

Obsessed, 2004-2011. 

Fig. 6.20 Birdhead 鸟头, Birdhead World, 2005. 

Fig. 6.21 Zeng Han 曾翰 (1974), 
Leave and Return  

(Liqu yu guilai 离去与归来), 2003-2005. 

Fig. 6.22 Zeng Han 曾翰 (1974), 
Leave and Return  

(Liqu yu guilai 离去与归来), 2003-2005. 

Fig. 6.23 Su Jiehao 苏杰浩 (1988),  

Borderland (Bianjiang 边疆), 2012. Fig. 6.24 Mu Ge 木格 (1979),  

Back Home (Hui jia 回家), 2005-2009. 
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Fig. 6.25 Zhu Lanqing 朱岚清 (1991), 
A Journey in Reverse Direction  

(Fuxiang de lücheng 负向的旅程), 2013-2015. 

Fig. 6.26 Xiqi Yuwang 俞西奇 (1975), 
El pequeño puente sobre el rio  

(Xiao qiao liu shui 小桥流水), 2009. 

Fig. 6.27 Yang Wenjie 楊文潔 (1978), 

Last Summer, 2009-2010. 
Fig. 6.28 Zhang Wenxin 张文心 (1989),  

Five Nights, Aquarium  

(Wu ge yewan, shuizuguan 五个夜晚，水族馆), 2014. 

Fig. 6.29 Zhang Xiao 张晓 (1981), Shift (Yi 移), 2012-

2015. 
Fig. 6.30 Zhang Xiao 张晓 (1981), 

Relatives (Qinqi 亲戚), 2014. 
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