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3.2.3 GU WENDA, WU SHANZHUAN, XU BING: 
DECON TRUCTION OF THE CHINESE SCRIPT 

Gu \\end:1, \\7 dom Come from Tranquility (Jing ze -;heng ling), 1985 86, mL\ed 

mt•di.1 1mc.1/lation. (fig. 79) 
I\ u ,'ihan1:huan. Red Humor - Red Characters (Hongse youmo - chi zi). 1987, 

mf\cd media inscalfation. (fig. 83) 
.\u Hing. Book lrom the '>kJ (Tianshu), 1987 88, 1\oodblock print. ml\:ed media 

111 rallauon. (fig\. 88-91 J 

C.u\\~ 

FI g . 8 8 \u Bing ~ , A Book from che Sk> ( Tianshu 
l, lru.tallauon. 1988. l'alional Gallery, Beijing. Ph<>­

tograph •Oul"te\} Xu Bing. 



Much has been \Hitten on thal tendency of the Chinese avant-garde of lhe 1980s that 
is concerned with the decon truction of the Chinese script. As part of lhe mid 1980s 
conceptual trend, it developed in reaction to formalist and expressive trendc, and _ like 
Huang Yongping' Roulette Serie and Non-£\pressive Paincing, or \\ang Guang) 1\ 

cultural revisions - aimed at overcoming cullUral schemala and con\'ention-., 
including those of modern consciousness and Western modernity. T)pically. thc-.e 
works focu on the Chine e script as the aesthetic and conceptual element constitut­
ing the work of an. The employment of an overall aesthetic impression is as important 
as the deconstructive procedure and the agitative gesture. Here I shall discuss three 
repre entative \\Orks b> three different artists to exemplif> these different facets of 
the trend: Gu Wenda's l\isdom Come from Tranquilif) (Jing Le sheng Jing, l 9851 6. 
fig. 79), Wu ShanLhuan's Red Humor - Red Characrers (Hongse youmo - chi zi, 1987. 
fig. 83), and Xu Bing's "Book from the Sky"( Tianshu, 1987188, figs. 88-89). Chinc~e 
an critics called lhis trend Mcritique of the Chinese scripC or Manti-\Hiting".z For 
them it constituted an incere ting attempt to propose a contemporary art that 
simultaneously displayed national character and the assimilation of concept' ol 
Western modernit> and po t-modernity, and thus could dare to participate in 

international cultural dialog on an equal footing. 1 Western art critics. on the other 
hand, were primarily concerned with the exotic combination of the apocr) phal 
appearance of Chinese writing, epitome of the Chinese culture as such, with lhe 
formal vocabulary of contemporary Western art.• The title of fei Da\\ei's article "Chal­
lenging Modernity. An Interview with the Painter Gu Wenda" (M.\iang \iand.:ii pai 
ciaozhan. fang huajia Gu Wenda"), published in Art In July 1986, expre es the main 
concern of the anti- modern consciousness trend within the '85 lovement.5 In this 
article Gu Wenda, who since the early 1980s had experimented with the introduction 
of such elements of Western modernity as surrealism into the field of Chinese ink 
painting, mentions the overcoming of tradition, including Chinese and Western 
traditions, as the main task of a contemporary artist, referring to Duchamp as the 
gravedigger of modern art.~ In this same article Gu Wenda states the following: "from 
the exhibition Ne11 Works of Chinese Ink Painting in Hubei on ( ... ) [November 1985], I 
felt that many artists already had become captives of Western modernity. I really "ant 
to change. furthermore, I have a strong rebellious mentality. I do not want to be a 
follower of trends. As soon as a trend emerges, I keep away. Maybe this is a kind of 
antidominant culture attitude."' This kind of attitude was shared by some of the most 
progressive anises of the 1980s avant-garde. Many of them, including Huang Yongping 
(discussed in chapter 3.2.1 ), Wang Guangyi (discussed in chapter 3.2.2) and \\"u 
Shanzhuan were graduates of the China Academy of Fine Ans in Hangzhou . .\u Bing. 
who graduated from the Central Academy of Fine Ans in Beijing, shared this position. 

Again, along with the reception of Chinese thought including Chan and the ) m Yang 
school, and Western philosophers, such as Nietzsche, Freud, Wittgenstein, and Popper 
(namely, his theory of falsification). it is Gombrich's concept of schema and 
correction that plays an important role in the artistic approach of tho.,e anises \\ho 



Fla . 80 Cu \\cnd a t 1t • \pet'chl<'' / , 
l S. pcrfonn.:incc. P.ieudo Ch.iracrer \t'ri< .... 

hln:i radt'm) or A nt' .\n . Phoio11raph 
mun ) C.u \\ m cb 

graduated from the China Academy of fine Arts. 
These works therefore should not be considered a 
mere critique of the Chine e \Hi ting, but rather an 
attempted correction or re-reading of this epitome 
of the Chinese culture, and thus a re-reading of 
Chinese culture as such. furthermore, the> are the 
artists' proposed means of overcoming Western 
"transplants of avant-gardism" and ubstituting 
in tead "visual idioms derived from China's own 
traditions". The artists wittily propo e the Chinese 
\\riting, representing the es ence and particularity 
of Chinese culture, as the most powerful item in 
the discussion about the future direction of 
contemporary Chinese culture. The} thereby 
emphasize different as peels of the function of 
writing in the Chinese tradition. While Gu Wenda 
emphasizes the spiritual dimension of writing and 
its literati tradition, Wu Shanzhuan focuses on the 
vi ual impact of writing and its social function. Xu 
Bing approaches Chinese "ricing as a meaning 
system and a canon of cultural legacy. 

II RACTERS AS AESTHETIC SYSTEM, 
0 1-EXPRE SIVE CHARACTERS 

Aire.id) in the early 1980s Gu Wenda was experimenting with Chinese ink painting. He 
combined '>Chcmata ( CU!>h1) of traditional Chinese landscape painting with stylistic 
element' of \\'c..,tcm trends, suc.h as surrealism. In these often huge ink paintings, for 
example T.1Iji ( Taiji cu, 1983, 140 x 700cm), Horrors of War (lhanzheng de kongju, 
19.,3, 1 0 x -so cm) or Hi.Hot} of Civilization ( \\'enming shi, 1985) Gu employed the 
ink and wa ... h effects typical of traditional Chinese painting to create a surreal space in 
\\hich cultural '>) mbob - a cross. stone steles. or Chinese characters - drift across the 
picture space. creating a somehow ominous and spiritual atmosphere. These paintings, 
like Rational Painting, represent different historical, philosophical and scientific 
con1.cpt..., and thus \\ere called "scholarly painting" (xuezhe hua).9 Washes and splashed 
Ink \\Crc to create the impression of a kind of nowing energy, thus alluding to the 
traditional Chinese concept of qi (energy). These paintings therefore were also called 
"univer ... al current~ ( ruzhou/iu). 10 For Gu this medle> of decontextualized visual 
element-. and'>) mbols com eyed the concept of the coexistence of different cultural 
pherc,, an inner and an outer one, the outer delimiting the inner one - contemporary 



Chinese culLUrc representing the inner 
and Western c.:ulture representing the 
outer one.Funhermore. le scands for the 
process of che creation of schemata. in 
\\hich a ne\\ choice always negates the 
fonner choice but al\O contains the former 
choice. 11 Gu here h inspired b} Karl 
Popper's method or falsification . His 
concept of" imple artistic schemata that 
rcpre ent complicated cultural concepts" 
( d,rnchun de } ishu cushi y u fuu1 de 
gu,rnnianl is impired by Popper, too. 
According to Gu a concept is e:-.pressed 
through the elimination ot the same 

Fig. 81 Gu \\'enda • \hes & llt:> (Ta he ra ), 
: 986/ 87. ln~1allat1on, m1wd mt'<.11<1, calligraph). ta~tr), 
300' 600 x 110 cm. rnllt-.:llon ol C hlna Academ' or Mne 
\rt\. Pho1ograph rnurtc'> Gu \\enda. • 

concept. This amiroach is vel'} evident in his scholarly painling, a term that had been 
coined in relation to the notion "literati painting" ( 1venren hua). The original 
connotation of the cultural schema has been replaced b} a new concept. 

From 1985 on che emplo} ment of Chinese calligraph} and Chinese character.. in Gu's 
\\Orks bl.-came more prevalent. His experimental article in Art Trend-; (Mei~hu <;ichao), 
"Non-fapre ... sive Characters" ( "Fei chen hu de \\enLi'1, paralleling Huang Yongpin~t'.., 
"!l:on-E\pressive Painting" ( "fei biaoda huihua "), which had been published in the 
ame journal three i'>sue<; earlier, attempts to eliminate che logical coherence of cc.'t 

and context comtituting the meaning of the individual characters/ \\Ords, through 
false punctuation and regrouping of characters or the misspelling of characten.. Thi 
concept is transcribed In works such as his performances Speechless 1 and 5pcechle" 
2 (both 198 5; fig. 80) or in hi'> painting Sha// 1ve rea/Jy Comment on the Character 
"Jing" Written b> Three Men and T110 Women? (Nandao 1vomen piyue san n,rn er nu 
suo \ie de Jing zi ma, 1985). Speechless 1 consists of an installation of Gu Wenda's 
paintings, including his Pseudo-Characters Series (1984), in which the artist perform~ 
a kind of dance. The characters and visual elements represenced in the 
painting thus become a mere background for the artist's performance. They arc 
emptied of their meaning, chus representing nothing but an aesthetic system 
conveying solemn and majestic atmosphere. As Gu puts it: "Artistic schemata are the 
schematized outer appearance of human spirit. "13 And further: "Linguistic igns are 
probabl> a kind of pecial ae thetic process. "14 On the one hand, to consider the 
Chine e crlpt as an aesthetic system equates it with the Chinese culture as such. On 
the other hand, the reduction of the Chinese ideograms to an aesthetic form implies 
the eparation of form and meaning. The separation of form and meaning. the 
separation of signifier and signified, and thus the depletion of the character ' 
pro pect of meaning, defines them as primary agents in the constitution of meaning 
system and institutional systems. Script has a central position \\ithin Chinese culture 
and tradition. As an aesthetic system the Chinese script, particularly calligraph). was 



as ociated with the Chine e educated elite and the 
ruling class. Gu Wenda emphasizes this aspect as 
part of his strategy of pro po ing "visual idioms 
derived from China 's own traditions" as an 
autonomous sy tern: an autonomous system out 
of which new answers for the development of a 
contemporary Chinese culture can be developed. 

• lakt• Charntrer. In \ Visdom Comes from Tranquilit} (Jing ze sheng 
In Prine ulpr, 19 6, pluhed Ink on 
umpapcr,270x720cm,rnllcctlonofGuo ling, 1987, fig.79) Gu employs further means to 

Zhrn Ph01ograph councs) l.u \\1.'nd.• effect a depletion of meaning. Huge characters are 
superimpo-.cd o\cr a background of Chinese landscape painting elements. Ink washes 
ucatc a ,olemn atmosphere. Both landscape elements and solemn atmosphere 
generate the contc't for the superimposed characters. However, the characters "Jing 
zc 'hcng linJ( ( \~i.\dom Comes from Tranquilicy), originally connoting this kind of 
solemn, 'plrilU.tl atmo'>pherc, are parlly misspelled and distorted - strokes are omitted, 
the characters arc ao-.scd out in red, or surrounded with red circles. Both the 
ml 'pclling and the red crosses and circles create a distance between the characters 
and their connotation'> The original coherence between background, or context, and 
meaning i annihilated. Thus the signifie r loses the signified. Thi kind of detaching 
s ript from le... cultural contc:-.t i also evident In the artists' experimentation with 
different ript 't) le-; and type . With the misspelled or distorted characters voided of 
meaning, the only reference left arc script style and aesthetic appearance, which again 
are tran">poscd Into a dlflcrcnt cultural context, that of contemporary art. (See fig. 82) 
Therefore, the red uo-;scs and circles also indicate the proces of falsification: The 
empt) signifier h open for a ne\\, not falsified, meaning and context. Gu here employs 
Popper' method of falsification of theories to propose a critical re-reading of the 
Chinc'c s ript, and hence of Chinese culture. He thus further points out the potential 
of dc\clorment open to contemporary Chinese culture.is 

CH RACTERS AS SOCIETAL AGENT 

Gu \\coda cmpha izcs the visual impact of this aesthetic system of Chinese characters 
through the huge dimensions of his works. First, the compositions of his paintings, for 
example in l~i\dom Come from Tranquility, resemble enlarged details. Second, as 
evident In this \\Ork, by combining painting with other materials such as fabric and 
\\OOd, he create installation-like objects. Here the two paintings, showing the 
character' •1'/ng zcft a d .. h J • • • n s eng mg" are arranged on two sides of a tapestry-like 
object, made from red woven hemp, to which wooden Chinese seals are affixed. The 
ln,tallatlon-likc appearance f "1 1:· d 

• o •Y 1 om Comes from Tranquility" shows the influence 



of the Rumanian artisls ~laryn Varbanov, who married to 
a Chinese \\Oman, had a studio in Hangzhou. His so-called 
"soft culpture" (ruan diaosu) exerted a considerable 
influence on young Chinese arti ts in the mid-l 980s, and 
can be con idered one of the factors introducing the 
medium in tallation Into the Chinese art scene.'" Another 
influence is that of Cultural Revolution culture with it 
Big Character Posters and overall aestheticization of 
everyda) life. The combination of elements of soft 
sculpture and the aesthetic. and the script style of the 
Cultural Revolution is panicularl) evident in Gu Wenda's 
Shes and Hes (Ta he ca. 1 986, f1g.8 l) Interestingly, all the 
artists focusing on the deconstruction of the Chinese 
script, for example Wu Shanzhuan (figs. 83-87) and Xu 
Bing (figs. 88-9 1 ), emplO) the installation medium. This 
medium allows the generation of an overall aesthetic 
impression conveying a strong vi ual impact, familiar to 

the ani t from the visual culture of the Cultural 
Revolution. In addition, these artists merged this kind of 
visual impact with an agitative gesture by combining the 
media of installation and performance. These factor are 
particularly evident in Wu Shan1huan's installation Red 
Humor - Red Characters (Hongse youmo - chi zi, 1987, 
fig. 83). Red Humor -Red Characters consists of a room 
covered with Chine e characters. The visual imagery, the 
distribution of colors (ca. 7096 red, 25% white, 5% black), 
the technique (Ink and po ter paints on paper), and the 
process of creation (Wu invited ordinary people to 
participate) allude to the Big Character Posters of the 
Cultural Revolution. ' Also similar to the writing of the 
Cultural Revolution is the distortion of the characters, a 
form of concise characters that omits strokes or replaces 
complicated characters through simpler homonymous 
ones. However, the writings represented are single 
character , slogans, price notices, advertising captions, 
painting titles. jokes, and vernacular phrases - not 
political slogans. All the writings are grouped around the 
central entence, "No one can interpret it" ( 1vu r en shuo 
dao), that illustrates Wu's method, the juxtaposition of 
contradicting and unrelated sentences from diverse 
domains, for example "This afternoon no water" and "The 
Last Supper". This juxtaposition generates the kind of 
meaningless assemblage that cannot be interpreted and 
also recalls Chan Buddhists koans (epigrams) and Dadaist 

Fig. 84 Wu Shanzhuan 
/fumor .~rlc' 1- Red \wnp• (/Jong«! 
} oumo \Jllc zhl er - hon/o1n ll!.A 

z -11 ), 1987, ln,tallatlon, 
mlwd media . Photograph courtes) 
\\ u Shan.zhuan. 

Fig. 8S Wu Shanzhuan ._.a, Thl< 
Afternoon ,\'o \\acer (]mrlan \i.1M11 

1ing shui <t~1'4-ff ), 198 • 
performance, Zhou Shan, China. 
Photograph COUrll"'} \\ u Shanzhu.an. 



Fl g .87Wu h.anzhuan "· 
Thi Aflcrnoon ~o l\ .aicr. 
Cbrltklsm Contenmcc. I Am an 
An r U tun :U.·1\11 dJw shul 

). 19 8. performance. 
Zhou han, China. Photograph 
counrs) Wu Manzhuan. 

language games.18 The character "red (chi)" Wu used in the 
title also signifies "deficit (kuikong)", thus alluding to the 
semancic emptiness of his "Big Character Posters". ~ As the 
writings do not transmit an} intelligible meaning, the onl} 
thing left is their use, their pragmatic dimension, as a means 
of "circulation of social discourse"10• Since the circulation 
of social and political discourse is also directly related to 
the style and the aesthetic appearance of the Chinese script, 
the viewer is confronted with a paradox. The aesthetic 
appearance of the \Hiting connotes a conte'\t that is 
contradicted or annihilated by Wu's nonsense characters 
and sentences. (See also Red Humor Series 2 -Red Scamps 
(Hong e youmo xilie zhi er - chi yin) 1987, fig. 84) 

\\'u here not only plays on the discrepancy between 
context and meaning, but also equates the Chinese script 
\\ith the Chinese culture. Concerning his and the 
short-lived Red Humor group's-1 exhibition 70% Red, 25% 
\\hiLe, 5% Black ( 7096 hongse, 2096 baise, 596 heise, 
1986) ' he describes his concept as follows: "In the Beijing 
train the people chatted. 'Look, the blue bill-boards along 
the tracks.' 'White Cat detergent, Paean Brand, Sea Gull 
watches .. .' 'Characters, Signs, we adapt to them, we use them. 
( ... ) We might as well use characters to create paintings. 
Culture is a kind of sign, characters are signs that express a 
'ign.' 'They are the last trongholds of culture.' 'Chinese is 
different from all no\\ existing languages .. .' 'Because of this 
feeling of isolation, because of these thoughts expressed 
through a composite form,' 'We will \Hite some Chinese,' 
'\\'e use 70% red, 25% black, 5% white.' 'Regular bold print 
characters are our expression, to have no expression is tbe 
best expression. ' 23 

As Gao Minglu put it: "The appearance of the characters is 
the appearance of culture. The critique of the characters 
is the critique of the culture, the reorganization of the 
characters is the reorganization of the culture. "24 

\\u Shanzhuan's method of employing distorted signs and 
senseless sentences reveals the redundancy of the Chinese 
\Hitten language, \\hich in recent history was especially 
e\ident during the Cultural Revolution, and which is most 
Ob\iOus in the man} theory-laden works of the '85 



/llovement. The semantic emptiness generated by Wu here not onl) is to be read as a 
~eh~ment.cultur~I cri.~ique, but also as a means of reflecting upon the "subject's place 
m d1scurs1ve regimes and "the operation of power within individual subjects". The 
absurdit} of his works thus is called "serious absurdity" (yansu de huangdan), and, 
alluding to the critical distance to society as well as the agitative and sub\.er ive 
attitude with which the Red Guards set out to fight institutionalized thought, he called 
the humor \\ith which he paraphra ed Chinese culture and society "Red Humor". Thi 
aspect is best expressed in Wu Shanzhuan's later Red Humor serie . where the 
medium of the performance becomes more important, for example in hi Thi~ 
Afcemoon No Wacer (Jintlan ~awu ting shui, 1987, 1988- today, fig . 85, 86, 87) This 
event involve paintings mimicking official certificates. The certified content is This 
Afcernoon No \\-acer. The certificates are displayed in public spaces. \\ u thus 
intervenes as a disruptive agent into his social environment; in the China A\•anr­
Garde exhibition, for example, he installed his No Water certificates in the public: 
toilets, confusing the public and rendering the National Gallery's personnel indignant. 

CHARACTERS AS CULTURAL CANON 

Related to the various a pects of writing mentioned above, such as its function as a 
meaning S}Stem, its aesthetic dimension and its function as societal agent is it'> 
function in the constitution of a cultural canon. The control of this canon con\'e)' 
PO\\er, which is particularly evident in Chinese histor). St} !es of \Hiting and the 
structure of the characters changed with the dynasties. In recent history, it \\Cl" mo'>t 
notabl} tao Zedong who transformed Chinese language and writing. His campaign to 
simplif> characters, "the promulgation of new and the abandonment of old 
characters" was an experience molding the consciousness of the avant-garde artist~' 
generation. Xu Bing•"' states: "J\1ao's transformation of culture was meant to touch people 
to their very souls. !\lost deeply rooted was his transformation of language, because 
the Chinese language directly influences the methods of thinking and understanding 
of all Chinese people. ( ... ) To strike at the written word is to strike at the very essence 
of culture. Any doctoring of the written word becomes in itself a transformation of the 
most inherent portion of a person's thinking. ( ... ) My generation however \\as 
irreparably affected by the campaign to simplify characters. This remolding of m) 
earliest memories,( ... ) the transformation of new characters and their e\entual demise, 
the revival of old characters - shadowed my earliest education and left me confused 
about the fundamental conceptions of culture. "2' This experience led Xu Bing to ~strike 
himself at the written word" to express his mistrust of writing and language as a 
reliable meaning system and canon conferring cultural identit). His anacks against 
the cultural canon of Chinese writing are as systematic and thorough as \lao·~ 
transformation of China's culture and society. 



111 Hook from chc Sky ( Ti.1nshu, 1987, 1988, figs. 88-91 ), a el of four books printed 
wllh fake character., im coted b) the arlist, i itself a canon, bul a canon of writings 
devoid of meaning. 'I he book set i printed in the traditional technique of wood block 
printing \\Ith Ingle movable \\OOdcn character • and bound like traditional Chine~ 
book (fig.' 0). During one }Car \u creaLed nearly twelve hundred fake characters. 
The e ''ere, ho\\C\er. reconstructed emplo}ing existing character components, 
• nd thu till could 1mpire the viewer to search for possible allusion . This set \\as 
• hlblt din J< 8 an the N.ttional Galler> in Beijing. The Book from cheSk) here\\as 

dlsphl) ·d In the format of an installation: open books were pre enced on a IO\\ platform; 
t • t '' s mounted on pillars and \\alh. and long scroll \\Cre affixed to the ceiling, thus 
ere. ting an overall aesthetic imprc'>'>ion. Xu Bing comments on the combination of 
" nl lent nd modern a .. pens of the C hinesc language" as resulting in "interesting and 
prmOC'.ith c form and meaning".' II ere, and in all later inslallalion of the Book from 
the \k> thh lmprC!>\1on h dominaLcd b} the clement of serial repetition, e\ident in the 
d1 plaJ of the 1r1.,t.1llatlon, and In Lhc process of c rcalion. (figs. 88, 90) The serial 
rcpcl1tion ot sil(m rnnnotes the tandardi1alion of the canon and defines \\riling as ·a 
method ol rnllural rnnditioning".i~ Xu goes through all Lhc steps of Lhis procedure of 
cultural cond1uonang: lie creates Lhe majority of his fake character from lhe actual 
basic components conc;tlluling Lhe ( hincse cha r acte rs, but chooses those 
combinations that had not been made in Lhe course of Chinese hisLory. Further. he 
cmplo} the rial technique of printing wilh slandardi1cd movable characters, and 
the t ndard t) pc ctting and layouL of historical books. Evident here is a principle 
pre\ alent throughout Chinc'e hisLOr}, the invention and manipulation of modular 
unit a ha le components of cultural produclion; in the case of the Chinese script 
ca h h ractcr. C\Cn though a different semantic and graphic. unit, is ne,·erlheless 
made from tandardlzed and reproducible module . Lothar Ledderose. who 
formul. ted th1' thcorJ of the module in Chinese cullure, mentions writing as a 
p. rndl m for understanding the logic. of modular systems.• Another example he cites 
1 woodbloc~ printing. In his Ten Thousand Things: Module and Ma s Production in 
Chlne'e n Lcddcro ... c furth ' 1 h · h · er re\ ea s t c ex1sLence of modular patterns of lhoug t m 
idea ... about J')Cr-onal freedom Ch· • . . 

• • ma culture of bureaucracy, or Chinese religion, as ''ell a In the Chinese 1· · I . · 
rl J')O 1tica and social organization Through mimicking this 

P ndJ')le ol '>erial ta d d" . · 
hi b . ' n ar 11cd production in the Book from the Sky, Xu Bing reveals 

t a-.1c cultural prin tplc . . . . 
Ind· id 1 . 1.: ·most evident m \\riting, as the major factor restncong 

" ua and '><>Caal dc\elo . 
ml d pment. In an interview with Ma Yan he states: *I want co 

;: 0 n peoh pie that it is culture that restricts them."' The semantic emptiness of Xu's 
n n, l e reduction of the t f . . . • 

comment 0 h . . ) em 0 wntmg to its pragmatic dimension, is the arose s 
• pproachingna t c ";cuation of the Chinese culture, which he considers to be 
The !irror of c~at.~c ) 'm as evident in the alternative title of his Book from the Sky, 

e .. arid - \n ..\nal\'Zed R fl . ,. hi ··an 
- hijl mo JU"n) 2 1 • • e ecc1on of the End of this Centur)•(Xi s 11 

" · n th1c; respect h" h" tone utras that had be · is apocryphal cripture resemble the Budd 1st 
etemlt). On the other h:~~r~ated as a c~mon, t~ansmitting the Buddhist.t~a.ching for 

· he cmant1c emptiness, the incomprehensibility of lhe 



Book from the Sk> is a shock for Xu's audience. As Britta Erickson mentiom, Xu Wis 
confronting his audience with unexpected situations. ( ... ) His audience is forced to 
recon ider their assumptions about the value and reliability of the written word." In 
this regard the semantic emptiness of Xu's writing appears as a system of empt) signiflers 
open to voluntal"} redefinition, leaving the individual without answer. 

RECEPTION 

The unique nature of the ideographic Chine e characters and the central position of 
writing in Chinese histol"} and politics explain the vehement official reactions to the 
works concerned with the deconstruction of the Chinese script. Generally, these \\Ork.c; 
were criticized as nihilist by the official side. The distortion of the epitome of Chinese 
culture and the medium of the transmission of orthodox thought was unacceptable, 
and could onl> be understood as a mockery of the official ideology and world \IC\\. It 
therefore is only naturally that Gu Wenda's first e'hibition of his P. eudo Characwr. in 
Xi'an in June 1986 was an internal exhibition (neibu guanmu zhan), only open to a 
small public. Still Gu's exhibition wa criticized as "the funeral of a mental!) ill".3-' The 
most fervent critic of the New Wave, Yang Chengyin, particularly attacked Xu Bing's 
Book from the Sk;, considering It the sum of all negative tendencies and elements of 
the Ne\' \\'ave art movement. In his article "Program of the Art of the Kew \\'ave". 
mentioned in other chapters of this book, he relates the work, and with it all \\Ork 
concerned with Chinese script, to the Chinese idiom "ghosts pounding the wall", thus 

Ft g. 9 0 Xu Bing !!; , A Book from the Sk> FI g. 8 9 Xu Bing ~'\,A Book from !he Sk.1 (Tlan<hu ::i;.eJ. 
(T an\hu SJ. detail, movable letters . detail, one cop}· of the Book from the Sk> woodblock print. 

fake character.>. Photograph courtes} \u Bir . 
~6 ~ 48 cm. Photograph courtes} \u Bing. 



FI g. 9 1 Xu Bing ~ 
designing the character.> for 
hi\ Book from che Sky in hiS 
studio in the Central 
Academy of Fine Art~ In 
Beijing. Photograph 
courtesy Xu Bing. 

de ignatm~ them .\s a trend that has lost any reference points and criteria of 
judgment. \ The ilkgibilit> of \u Bing's, Gu Wenda's and Wu Shanzhuan's characters 
'~ considered the e'prcs'>1on of extreme subjectivism, and thus of bourgeois liberalism. 

The cflc t on the general public was ambivalent. Viewers often reacted in ways 
conirar) to the artists' hopes, and did not accept the illegibility of the characters. 
In tcad the) primarily tned to read them, to imagine connotations and understand 
their meaning. The) \\ere not used to seeing characters reminiscent of Big Character 
Po ters in an an e'hibition, and in the case of Wu Shanzhuan's Red Humor were 

pedall) lntcrc.'>tcd In the absurd meanings generated through Wu's transformations 
and 1uxtapo-.ltions. :\u Ring mentions, "The Chi nese people did this type of creative 
lingu1 tk manipulation - ''ricing dog in Liu Shaoqi 's name to declare hatred of him, or 
empha lzlng the heart in the character Lhong (loyal) to express dedication to 
Chairman ~tao. ( ... ) The uniqueness of Chinese characters has encouraged a tradition 
of playing upon ''ords since time immemorial."'" 

ro,lti\e \Oi1.:e-. celebrated the works, a nd especially Xu Bing's, Book from the Sky, 
a-. the real future of Chinese art, proposing, as they did, a combination of visual 
Idiom" and 1.:oncepts .,temming from the Chinese tradition with a contemporary 
an language. 1 

"mentioned abo\c, the ''orks concerned with the deconstruction of the Chinese 
npt ai.:tuall) \\Crc a reaction not only to the experience of the political manipuJation 

and c.xploitation of the Chinese \Hiting and to its semantic redundancy, but aJso to the 



prevailing trends of "-Cll-cxpres<,lon and to humanist enthusiasm. Like Huang )ongping's 
Roulecce Series and Wang Guangyi's cultural revisions, the) introduce the plo) of art 
as a stratcg) of overcoming artistic and conceptual patterns, and like those '"orks, 
lhe} refer to both Western and native Chinese traditions, including the legac) of the 
culture of the Cultural Re\·olucion. The cultural critique, the semiotic warfare of chose 
\\Orks, auacks institutionalized thought by mimicking its mechanisms. This strategy 
not onl) made the ''ork of Gu Wenda, Wu Shanzhuan and \u Bing important 
~tatemcnts \\lthin the Chinese art scene of the 1980 , but also made their positions 
\'aluable in the International context. 

[I I LO Pb fl 992 pp 2 a 299: "Trmd ot the Ctlllqu ot Chi,_., Ch.1rll .. ,... 

I 2 I "'""""'um rp. I 
Ill Ftl03Mldl>olucttb!>&\;'<'Clln&nlntrn-"1tbGu\\•nJa Fcll>•,.,•10986) pp.B ~~Id. 
I' I T1lnluill tbt &Jtbll CkolnsUucU...- dlstonlon ot t.he ChlMW ch.\ta(ltn, tht Chtnnc! '>lnrt h•J obtaln..S a klnd of doubk hlTmdlc ....... 
IS I Fd Dnw! II 
l•I klDnodll 
111 kl Dnwl fl 

U I "" fl 999 pp. to-& I 
(91 Wo 11999 p. 157 
(IOJS..C.O 0999 p IS7 
(ll)(;g\\mdo(l9 s rp.27 
112 I c;,, \\mu 11 rp. JZ ~6 
(U I CA \\tllda 11 s p. 

I 14 I CA \\t:id.a fl PP. J2 J • the convktloa that tlw lnnn I 1 SJ OD~ Ind, Gu. Ult lllWll \oa&Plnl. rd•n to \\lttg<>rutctn's •tran\Ccndcntal lln•u•ll•m • 

llnlCtllrt d. h ~In~ but annoc.,., Jc><nl>cd "'th l•nau•g•. • ' ' 195 . ~l 
IUJ S..larc:um;>it llou lbnN ·"~n •un ,.,, ru•n cJ1.H»u" ("\•rb.anov on '><>ft 'icuJpruro J, In I PP. 

(17) S..&lsoC.O •ltll&lu 119911 p. 20J • Cllln napu. -the ch.\pceran 
111) F'Cll' Uw«Jllaptlal and ~<quallonol\\atrm an trend> and conccpu,.,tth mtr.• ne CO 

-lGlll <lupcrr l.2 I Chi 11 11 n•hens•• unpublWIN manus«lpt. ll9J 1111a~dncrlbolbbtmulbtlonln"Tb4' Emcracn<cof thcRtJCh•r><t•r\ t " <' • • 
5cul!oc;.o 11 II p.103 aho lG'r>ll 1987 40; p. I . 

l20J 11)1on. 11999 p. SS •nll<J the Red Humor poup In 19! It I 2 1 J Wu Slwuhu.ut and w. of ht• ltllow •tudc:PI• Imm !ht' C:hlne~ Academy ol Fin• Art• ora 

~ :!.7 a!so crntrd l.ll lmUllatlon combtlni ot ctur:1e1cr. .. 1th the till•. Rtd. B/•,~~.::'.:"~,~!~:!'irom 
I 2 l J ,..,, ~ •rro.:r-n and l'roplc. 'l\ork ot Art, 'umben •nd Chanacttl"\ • not pub · 
&.a 11991): J!i'. )91 192 
(24) Gia 11999 p. 195 

(25 I lrlYCI. (1999 p. SS k.so 7"" .\rt of \u IJUlt: nbrW" rhotJf •bll!ng. Hanlt:i 
12 6 J I'« a clcullcd dncr1pdon &nd anal)m ot :\u BlnJi:'s "wk we enna En<: n. 
kltbour \\llnh, Sanltllondon: UnMnlt) ot \\ &JIWl;ton Pren. !00 I. 
(27) ltl I rp. IJ I.& 
l?&J 1tl • I p. 17 

( 2 9 I l p. I Art Prtnttton: Pnn<oton Untwnlt)' Prou. !000. 
llOJ ~ L. Tm 1bomuld ~>lodulrand ,, ... Pr<>du<tlon lnChtnn<' . o('A Bool from tbrSlJ • ~dttdfr= 
Ill J N> 'h!l l=n'kw ,.1th Xu 11Jna, 1'ia\Tmbtt 20. 1991. 'I• lan. "A Readcr·RHPOnst 
E:lcUon. L ! p. » 
ll2J S...~a.. 2001 p » 
lllJ~L. I rp.10.11 
(HJ 
IHJ \ 
ll6J 
ll1J S..Dla .. 



3.2.4 XIAO LU/ TANG SONG: 
TliE PISTOL SHOT EVENT 

XI 0 1 ufl'ang ong, l'i.scol Shoe Event ( Qjangji shijia~), pe~ormance. :ebruary 
~. 198~. National Galler}. Beijing, pistol, installauon, Dialogue, (telephone 
booths, mirror, mixed media, bricks) (figs. 92 -94) 

Fl11. 9 2 XL1o LurTang ~118" -. Pmol .Shoc faent (Qj.1ngjl ~hi/Ian iAG•fft.>. 1989. Photograph counes> Hou 
fbnru. Rt-produced with pennl"lon of Xi. o Lu. 

The mo~t <,pectacular event of the China/ A vane-Garde exhibition, the summit and 
r "umc of the art of the Ne\\ Wave, was not performed by the veterans of the 
avant-garde, but by l\'\O young unknown artists. Xiao Lu and Tang Song, both children 
of high-ranking cadre . had graduated from the Chinese Academy of Fine Ans in 
19 ',The performance·~ effect on the art scene was significant, outweighing the work's 
immanent readings. In fact. the meaning of the work is constituted by outer factors, 
uch a the • rust,: social position, and the performance's place and time, hence the 

social. -;pati I temporal. and intellectual circumstances of the performance. 



THE INCIDENT 

On Februal") 5, 1989, the date the Chinese avant-garde art scene had awaited since 
the Zhuhai Symposium in 1986, at 11 :20 a.m. immediately following the opening 
ceremony of the China Avant-Garde exhibition, Xiao Lu fired two pistol shots on her 
installation Dialogue. (fig. 92) Then she passed the pistol to her boyfriend Tang Song, 
and ran awa} . Soon after, Tang Song was taken away by the ational Galler) 's 
security personnel and b)' plain-clothes police. (fig. 95) All performances were stopped 
immediate!} (and anyway those that had already taken place were made \\ithout 
official authorization).1 When nineteen police cars eventually arrived, the banner 
spread in front of the National Gallery had to be taken away. (fig. 15) At 3.00 p.m. Gao 
Minglu announced that the exhibition would be closed temporaril}. At around 
5:00 p.m. Xiao Lu surrendered to the police. For having disturbed the public order, 
both artists were taken into custody for five days. After three days, however, they 
were released. 

The exhibition was reopened on February 10, 1989.2 The National Gallery imposed a 
fine of C\\O thousand Yuan on the seven co-organizers of the exhibition, for breaking 
the regulations and conditions specified in the exhibition contract. In addition. the 
gallery announced that further exhibition projects of these organizing units would 
not be accepted for a period of two years.1 

After they had been released, Tang Song and Xiao Lu scattered cigarette butts onto the 
bricks In front of the installation Dialogue. (fig. 93) On February 17, 1989, one da) 
after the exhibition had been reopened for the second time (after having been clo ed 
because of the bomb threat letter), both artists, already on their wa) back to the 
Jiangnan region, published a statement in Beijing Qjngnian Bao (Beijing )outh): w \~ 

authors of the Pistol Shot Event from the opening day of the Modern Chinese Arc 
Exhibilion (i.e., the China/ Avant-Gar de exhibit ion), we want to confirm that this 
was a purely a r tistic event. In addition, we thi nk that art can express the artist's 
understanding of society. But as artists we are not interested in politics. What we are 
interested in is the value of art, social values, and the choice of the most adequate 
artistic expression for obtaining a more thorough knowledge."• 

WHAT IF THE ONE WHO SHOT HAD BEEN 

AN ORDINARY CITIZEN 

Xiao Lu and Tang Song's decision to perform the Pistol Shot Event had not been 
motivated simply by artistic aims. Speculation and the challenge to discover ho\' far 
they could go were major determining factors. Unlike the majority of the artists 



participating in the China/ Avant-Garde exhibition, neither Tang So~g nor~~~ Lu 
had even -.tarted their artistic careers, and both considered the long awaited exh1b1aon, 
held in the '>) mbolic venue of the National Gallery in Beijing, a springboard to fast 
fame. One can call thi kind of disposition typical of the Chinese contemporat") art 

enc of the 1980 , as evident in the provocative character of many of the performances. 
10 outo;hine all the other works and performances of the exhibition, such as Wang 
Guang} 1\ ,\fao ledong, lluang Yongping's rope project, Li Shan's Foot Wa hing, Wu 

hanzhuan's Big Busine.\ ·or Wang Deren's throwing of condoms, the performance 
h. d to be a-. c'treme as possible.5 Xiao Lu, daughter of Xiao Feng, former head of the 
c hlnc~c \l'ademy of fine Arts, and Tang Song, son of a commander of the military 
di trict ol Zhejiang Pro\'ince, as privileged as the children of high ranking cadres, 
lOUld go much farther than simple ci tizens. A boldness that only could be based on 
nal\ctc, led them to exhaust these privileges. With wit and sensibility they tested the 
political and social limits. 

Critic., and ,\d\'ocates ot the performance were interested in exactly this aspect. "What 
If the One \\'ho ~hot Had Been an Ordinary Citizen?" asks Qjan llalyuan in the title 
of hi'> .trtlclc. Here he discusses the disturbance of public order, and most notably 
the open quec,lion of how the artists could have gotten hold of the pistol, and the 
con'>l'quent breaking of regulations concerning arms. He attacks the common belief in 
prMlcgc'i, \\hich perverted the course of justice and silenced the media.6 

A l.~rding 10 Zheng Shcngtlan, at the time Xiao Lu's teacher at the Chinese Academy of 
1-lnc rt • It was the grandson of a high ranking cadre in the logistic department of the 
l't.'Oplc's urn:ration Arm), who had secretly taken his grandfather's pistol, and passed 
It on to Tang Song and Xiao Lu: But, since the official side did not make inquiries, 
these fact ha\e ne\er been revealed to the public. The artists' earl> release confirms 
their pri\ ileged position, a do the public telephone booths Xiao Lu used for her 
ln•aallation Di.1/ogue, which she could have obtained only through special 
connections Li Xianting, the performance's strongest advocate and one of the few who 
knc\' about it tn advance, considered that these particular premises constituted the 
"pedal 'ignification of the Pisco/ Shot Event. Li criticized the China/ Avant-Garde 
exhibition of being coo prepared to compromise, and lacking avant-garde qualities. 
According to Li, the onl> work \-.ith those qualities was the Pistol Shot Event, since it 
attempted to broaden artistic, social and political limits and pointed out deplorable 
tate.s of affaires. He considered the performance an ingenious project challenging the 

flc.\.1bility of the Chine e legi lation through a tightrope walk between criminal act 
and art. According to him, the witty use of social, political and legislative gray areas 
not onl) contributed to the work's path-breaking character \\ithin the domain of 
contemporary Chinese art, but also made it go beyond Duchamp's Fountain.8 Other 
po-.\ti\e voice-. did not support Li's extremely positive position. Many disapproved of 
Xiao ~u and Tang Song taking advantage of their privileges, and further criticized the 
anhuc qualit) of the performance as lacking spirituality, originality and artistic 



FI g . 9 3 Xiao Lu j:j e. Dialogue ( Dulhua a), 1989, Installation, telephone booth~. mixed media, 
mirror. brick.\, bullet holes, National Gallery, Beijing. Reproduced with perml..sion of Xiao Lu 

auconom}. Because of the performance's dependence on time, space and the specific 
background of the artists, it could not really provide new positions for the Chinese 
avant-garde. Nevertheless, they considered Pistol Shot Event an important work in the 
history of Chinese avant-garde art.9 

LI Xianting's extremely positive evaluation of the work seems to be part of his strategy 
for ensuring the avant-garde potential of the '85 Movement, which includes keeping 
its status as a counter-position to the official art. Gao Minglu, who together with LI was 
one of the main curators of the exhibition, conceived of the China/ Avant-Garde 
exhibition in a vastly different manner, as a retrospective, and aimed for the official 
acceptance of Chinese avant-garde art. Li Xianting even went so far as to call the 
exhibition a part of Xiao Lu and Tang Song's performance, and it seems possible that Li 
acted behind the scenes, encouraging the artists as they formulated the performance. 

THE EVENT 

!\lost art critics focused on the performance's preparation and on its consequences. 
Liao Wen relates: "At 11 :20 a.m. on February 5 on the ground floor of the ational 
Gallery in the Modem Chinese Art Exhibition, the participants coming from the Fine 

• 



Arts Academy of Zhejiang10, Tang Song and Xiao 
Lu, fired two pistol shots at their work Dialogue. 
After the incident the police arrested the artists 
and the e hibilion was closed. Three da}'S later 
the artists were released. Thus the work of art 
was accomplished. "1 Xiao Lu and Tang Song say 
the performance went as expected. 12 For 
the artists, besides the act of shooting, the 
performance obviously included the procuring 
of the pistol, the arrest b} the police, and their 
later liberation. Obvious!}. they wanted their 
performance to function as an indicator of a 
social deplorable situation. 

Only few art critics discuss the part of the 
performance that took place in the National 
Gallery the day of the exhibition opening. Lu Peng 
calls the act of shooting on the installation 
Dialogue "a symbolic attack against realit} that 

Fl I · 9 <I One of the $hot' \lao l.u llrcd at her 
In ;ill.itlon tJtaloguc hit the mirror. National does not admit any kind of dialogue, and thus a 
C.:al Cf) !Idling. Fcbrual) ~ . 1'1!19. Reprodu~ed critique of the situation of culture in China." He 
"th pcrmWJon of \I.lo Lu and ran11 Song. further mentions: "The goal of Dialogue is a 

rcvoh. gam'>t rnlture. This Is exactly the spiritual quality of the work. "11 On the one 
hand, thl' /'hto/ '>hot Evcnr can be interpreted as a symbolic act; on the other, it can be 
read. a gesturt: of desperation, facing a reality hermetically closed to dialo~ue and 
ch nge. 

Thi dialogue bet\\een the environment and the young generation, represented in the 
photograph!> of }Oung people inside of the telephone booths, as well as by Xiao Lu and 
T. ng Song, is onl> made po~ible through the disturbance or destruction of the smooth, 
but Impenetrable setting visible in the mirror between the booths. The choice to 
petform Pi,wl '>hoc Event forthe China/ Avanr-Gardeexhibition in the ational Gallery, 
on the "> mbolic occa ion of the climax of Chinese avant-garde art, and in a symbolic 
pace tanding for the national culture as such, constitutes the semantic context of the 

performance. In this regard 1t is, as Lu Peng calls it, a critique of and a revolt against 
the reality of culture in the People's Republic. The aspect of desperation is evident 
Int he contrast of the acoustic and visual expressive qualities generated by the pistol 
<.hob. The acoustic e\.pressive qualities of the shots, the sudden disruption of the 
latent bacll.ground noise of the visitors, as well as the expressive qualities of the bullet 
holcs,14 contradict the hermetic nature of the installation. (fig. 94) Still, no 
communk-ation is possible between the viewer and the represented figures, as they 
tum their backs to the vie\\er. And, if one considers the red telephone between the 
booths that eems to be out of order, then the communication between both figures 
'<.'Cills d1,turbed, too. In addition, the expressive qualities of the iconic signs, such as 



the dominance of gray scales and the fuzziness of 
the enlarged photographs, connote distance and the 
impossibility of communication. The hermetic 
silence, the fro1en dialogue, is rent by the bang of 
the shots. The installation S}mbolizes in a direct and 
naive manner the subject cited in the title, the 
dialogue, respectively the impossibilit} of a dialogue. 
The shots appear as an act of desperation, that aims 
to change the prevalent situation, but in vain. 

IN BETWEEN STRATEGY AND 
DECEN ED NAIVETE 

Probabl} because of the naivete of the work, 
Chinese art critics large!} overlooked the 
performance's qualities of desperation and 
resignation. After all, the installation Dialogue was 
Xiao Lu's graduation work. ' Most art critics focused 
on the much more spectacular aspect of "privilege 
an" (tequan > ishu). 1• 

Shao \ angde, one of the opponents of New Wave 
an, is one of the few who discussed the performance 
from the perspective of desperation.' 7 In his article 
"A Symbolic Suicide" (" Xiang/heng xing 'zis/Ja' "), 
published in Fine \rts in China on May 29, 1989, in 
the days leading up to the Tiananmen massacre, he 
not only admitted that the artists had the r ight to 
commit such a suicide, but he also called Pistol Shot 
Event an artistic form adequate for expressing the 
actual crisis: "Art is like a second life. If there is some 
excitement in the first life, the second life can 
perform a sacrifice and validate the first life. ( ... ) 
Dialogue, being a S} mbolic suicide, can be 
interpreted in diverse ways. It broadens the 
domain of art appreciation. The dialogue is 
performed b} shots. ( ... )I think the dialogue is never 
interrupted. It is already eternal. The shots spread 
steadil}. The audience does not need to be afraid. 
Everything is as usual. It is difficult to change."18 

Fig. 95 l'oh<cmcn arrest Tang ng 
alter the l'i,tol Shot I '°t:nl. Chlru/. \\'am 

GarcJI! c'hibtlion, l'alional (,allcr) 
Belling. Kcproduu~d \\1th pcrmls.slon ol 
\.iao Lu. 



The 1ntcllcctual's re ignation, evident in these lines, replaced In the late 1980s the 
cultural euphoria of the mid-l 980s. The second campaign against Spiritual Pollution 
In l 'l i dcarl) shO\\Cd that the ideal of the Chinese intellectuals of the 1980s, namely 
the prcxJuwvc dialogue between intellectuals and government, had been only a farce. 
I he) ag:un became aware that they were excluded from an actual influence on the 
countr)' modernization. Pistol Shot Event is an allegory of the dilemma of the 
Chine intellcctu.tls. Therefore, many of them retrospectively read the performance 
• an omen pre.,aging the events on Tiananmen Square, the violent suppression of any 
po 1hlc di.1logue between young generation, intellectuals, and rulers. 

lron1lall), the Impossibility of an equal dialogue is also evident in the reception of 
l'/qo/ '>he>t J;q.•111. The dispositions of naivete and boldness had made possible Xiao Lu 
and T.1ng \ong's performance, as well as the student movement of Spring 1989. 
Nal\ctc and boldness simultaneously made the artists' work a move in the strategy of 
< hincsc art critics, .1nd made the students become a plaything in the net of political 
(X>\\Cr ~trugglcs. The shots Xiao Lu fired at her installation, not only are, as LI Xlanting 
call It, Mthc ceremonial answer to the final curtain call of New Wave art" (xinchao 
mcl hu de \il'mu Ii), but the> indeed ring in the end of the intellectuals ' patriotic and 
humanist atutude. that had been typical of the l 980s. 
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