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PREFACE

By Xing Zhang

It was in the 1980s when Chinese artists had their first encounter with western contemporary art. Thirty vears later,
al the beginming of the 2151 Century, the booming market in Chinese contemporary art has led to the emergence off

home grown international art megastars, As with its economy, Chinese contemporary art has been developing over a
forty-year period, absorbing and transforming western art, whereas this same western art has a continuous history of

hundreds of vears. Over this period of time, Chinese art as a whole has experienced the impact of self-doubt from
its own cultural values, from social upheaval and from the move to a market economy. All this contributes towards
the Chinese contemporary arl of today.,

We know about the invention of paper and printing, so [ could say that the first person whe used paper to make art
must be a Chinese artist, Unfortunately, since the beginning of the last century, the value of traditional ink painting
has been questionad from within the Chinese art community. it was seen as a dead art with no future. Even so,
today Chinese traditional painting has survived and flourished more than ever from this lack of confidence. In the
end, no art dies, only artists run out of creativity. This show is a microcosm of Chinese art and social change and
shows generations full of ereativity, passion and even a bit of anxiety. We must realise that Chinese work on paper
is experiencing a radical change of subversion and transformation whilst combining its rich an inheritance. This is
especially so for the Chinese academic drawing tradition which has become more experimental, more conceptual
and has moved away from visual imitation. Drawing today 15 not just about a matter of skill and technigue, but
more importantly about spirit and thought. This is not to say they are converts from social realism to existentialism
or nihilism say, but rather towards something that is more human, rational as well as emotive, rather than restrictive
dogma. This is the inevitable choice.

My sincere thanks go to all the artists who are participating in the show, as well as the Chinese and British friends

who have helped 1o make it happen. Nothing can be achieved without their full support. Also, | would like to thank

Emma, Robert and Mareo and the museum staff. Their work means that we can have this wonderful opportunity to
enjov these beautiful Chinese art works in Britain.

By Robert Priseman

Owr desire to capture the spoken word and communicate our common human experience has been with us for as
lomg as we have been conscious enough to form communities. In China. the first method which enabled our
thoughts, feelings and beliefs to be recorded was enabled with the development of calligraphy during the Han
Dyvnasty (206 BC-220 AL).

Dwring this period calligraphy was applied to silk, wooden strips and bamboo scrolls which were sewn together
with hempen string. These early methods provided the standard mediums for transeribed communication but were
either expensive or physically cumbersome. Then. towards the end of the Han Dynasty paper evolved as a cheaper
and more portable alternative. Although early forms of paper had existed in China sinee the 2nd ceniury BC, it
was the mandarin Cai Lun (50-121 AD)y who devised a standardised papermaking process in 105 AD. By suspend-
ing felied sheets of fibre in water, then draining and drying them out onto a thin maited sheet, Cai Lun was able to
create significant improvements in paper production. Subsequently, this cheaper, lighter and more casily produced
medium began to replace silk. wooden strips and bamboo, which by the 4th century AIY were largely abandoned.

Whilst bamboo and wooden supports were mostly suitable for calligraphy. the invention of mass produced paper
enabled the evolution of painting as an artform alongside the writien word. Traditional Chinese painting tech-
niques employ essentially the same methods as calligraphy. being camed out with a brush dipped in black ink or
coloured pigments, with the finished work often being mounted on a scroll. Chinese paper excels in its ability to
absorb water, which causes the ink it draws to blur. As a result, great skill 15 required in the practice of calhgraphy
and painting. which in China is traditionally leamed by rote, from a *master™. In this way a student learns to copy
strictly and continuously until hand movements become instinctive and natural and the flow of ink is perfectly
channclled.

When looking more closely at traditional Chinese painting we notice how many works combine both painting and
calligraphy. often with the addition of a stamp which acts as the signature of the artist. Today, many Chinese artists
still employ these same traditional techniques o explore contemporary messages or reflect upon personal experi-
ence. However, debate has now grown around the limits of the copyist convention with a movement being made
away from the use of traditional brushes, papers and inks. We also notice with this new generation of Chinese
artists a desire 1o expeniment with different paper tvpes too. Free from the constraints of convention they are
painting on photocopy paper. mailing envelopes and magazine print.

In essence, what we see 15 the expression by a new generation of Chinese artists 1s a desire 1o work with greater
individuality and creativity. This displays a growing sense of self confidence whilst still maintaining a link with
the past. It is our hope with this show that we can gain some small sense of the beauty, diversity and evolution of
the art which is being produced on paper in China today.



And so, life goes on
By Marco Cali

Let's imagine that during the 185(¢s, at the peak of the Victorian empire, ships from a small, far-away nation sail
up to Liverpool and demand freedom to trade on mainland Britain. Afier vears of refusals and very limited
concessions a conflict escalates, troops land with more advanced weapons and win their way south from Liver-
pool towards London. A humiliating capitulation follows. Let's now imagine that the monarchy is destabilized as a
result and that. eventually, a revolution leads to an uneasy republic at the start of the twentieth century. A near
neighbour takes advantage and occupies a large chunk of the country, from Edinburgh to Mewcastle say. During
the 1920s, this war escalates and millions perish. The world condemns and maybe sends a few thousand volunteer
fighters but only fully joins in after the second world war is truly underway. For them the start of this conflict 15
1939 or 1941, for us it's effectively already been going for ten years or more.

Obviously we're turning the tables here, putting the events of Chinese history onto our own in Britain, But if we
continue with this line of thinking, after the final allied victory in 1945, the civil war returns and civic breakdown
on an unprecedented scale in our history oceurs until the PRP govermment is finally formed in 1949, OF course to
us this can seem very distant but the reality of all this not necessarily a terminal one so that it is possible to feel
some affinity for Chinese people. Life did carry on, people hoped, grieved, ate, drank, loved, married and raised

tamilies. Individuals found ways to be something of themselves, friendships formed. carcers or university posts
pursued.

The recent move to a market cconomy has brought new energy and outlook to the Chinese people. This is some-
thing that perhaps we can only approach o fully undersiand as we so look at the art in this exhibition. When we
see these works on paper, we se¢ how these artists are engaging with a freedom of expression that is not only
coming 1o fruition as a result of the relative prosperity of the last thirty years, but also one that is in part heavily in
debt to the much older traditions of ealligraphy and ink painting, or an art university system that is influenced by
the soviet model. In both these cases. there is an emphasis on rote learning concentrating on traditional technical
skills. The traditions of Chinese culture and the social and familial ties that form the foundation of most societies,
are continuing with the new world, but much more so then we have experienced and to a much harsher degree.
So; What is it to be an individual now? How does one relate to the past? How can an artist have her or his own
voice and what is that voice?

In one sense, we live in a very forunate time. We can witness this first wave ol Chinese artists who truly inhabit
the world at large. They travel and consume contemporary culture, just as we do, and for the most part have done
so for all or nearly all of their lives. As the economic centre of the world shifis, so does the cultural one. What this
means and what art is produced in consequence is a revelation and enriching gift for us.
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