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Forget Art Chen Xinpeng constructs a tent for
Ma Yongfeng

the mobile exhibition "Cou Huo"
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In the last several years,

a new crop of alternative spaces

(and with them, alternative practices)

has sprouted up alongside the commercial mainstream
of the Chinese art world.

What are they reacting to,

and what sorts of possibilities do they offer?
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A particular and much remarked upon characteristic of the
Chineseart sceneis the hyper-commercialized, gallery-based sys-
tem. By and large an import from the West, the Chinese gallery
system over the last ten years has swiftly matured, serving as an
important point of connection between Chinese artists and the
outside art worlds. For better or worse, the galleries and the com-
mercial systems they embody dominate the Chinese art world,
with the phenomenon of discrete art districts (such as Beijing’s
798 and Caochangdi, or Shanghai’s M50) developing as the most
visible manifestation of a state-sponsored recognition of the eco-
nomiec and cultural power of contemporary art.

However, this development has seemingly come at the ex-
pense of critical engagement and relevance to its greater social
context. Thereisa great risk of failing to move beyond or advance
due to this juggernaut of industrialized contemporary art. This
situation seems to be a symptom of China as an active but juve-
nile participant in the international art scene: the development
of a mature art system incorporating a productive sense of self-
eriticism has simply not had time to develop here.
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And yet a number of artists and organizations have looked
for ways out of this impasse. By consciously straddling the divi-
giong between the art organization, artwork, and society, they
play with the same concerns but push meanings and boundaries
in unlikely directions. Given their positions of relative and flex-
ible autonomy from the systems they are addressing, they are also
able to critique without suffering fatal consequences. In a certain
and very real respect, their capital isintellectual and social rather
than financial, and if they are inclined to eritique the gallery, mu-
seum, artist orsociety by playing out its roles, they are given more
leeway in that respect.

These “spaces™—although only some of them have a tan-
gible, permanent space—are putting methodologies into place
that are in dialogue with and in eriticism of the existing systems.
They are a set of people and organizations who are fully aware of
how their activities sit in relation to the less critical sectors of the
(Chinese) art world, and hence serve up work and actions that try
to break through the issues and problems arising from such an art
world and the larger society of whichitis a part.

Although suitable as a point of departure, “alternative” is
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These "spaces" are a set of people and organizations
who are fully aware of how their activities
sit in relation to the less critical sectors

of the (Chinese) art world.
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a misnomer for these spaces. That word is commonly understood
to be “in opposition,” but these artists and curators think of it as
“inaddition.” They are not trying to be “alternative” for the mere
sake of difference, but to go beyond these things they find fault
with, one of which may be the very concept of “alternative” itsell.

For instance, the use of thig term is not necessarily about
anti-commercialization perse, but more specifically in confronta-
tion with the kind of uncritical commercialization of the current
Chinese art world. These organizations are an “addition” to the
forms of galleries that seem so inflexible: unable to deal with cer-
tain types of work. only allowing certain channels and forms of
activity within their walls,

A common tactic is for them to ostensibly position them-
selves outside the gallery system while maintaining a connection
toit for their own purposes: dippinginto and out of the various art
structures as they see necessary. In many cases galleries, formal
exhibitions, and traditional art structures are simply unneces-
sary to them., Not actively “anti-” but happy to pick and choose
moments of inclusion and exclusion wherever possible on their

own terms. Their actions are often characterized by a sense of
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Du Hui

Pillow, 2010

Installation, plastie film, nails
Forget Art

subtlety and invisibility as a way of countering overbearing sys-
tems and structures.

Just to list a few examples: HomeShop brings shop-front
praectices to the Autong context and promotes social activi-
ties that occur near its location in a local neigchborhood setting,
thereby “crystallizing” events out of daily activities. The Donkey
Institute of Contemporary Art brings the art context directly
to a moving public, redefining it in a mobile format. Artist Chen
Xinpeng's tent for last year’s mobile *Cou Huo™” exhibition or-
ganized by Red Box Studio also carries his activities to non-art
areas, with struetures to facilitate pop-up shows and spectacular
practices, open toart and non-art activities. Ma Yongfeng and his
“forget art” collectiverework ideas of minimalism and conceptual
practices, playfully eonfronting institutionalized art formats in
China. including a recent exhibition in a bathhouse. And Emi Ue-
mura opens up diseussion in the specific context of China’s food
and agricultural realities, taking on social concerns in the par-
ticular situation in which she finds herself.

Talking to these artists and curators, recurring motifs are
their practices as facilitatorsand platformsfor the art-making pro-

cess—the snggestion being that these are diffieult or impossible to
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find with existinginstitutionsand methods. Behind these activities
lies a looming feeling that art is now increasingly recognized and
naturalized as a production system, on the same level as any other
system of production, and not automatically privileged. They are
wary of these systematic forces of commoditization and commer-
cialization. They do not hold Art in such reverence as in the past,
but take it rather asa domain to be only selectively employed.
These methods and practices are common in the interna-
tional art historical context. They rehearse fundamental issues
with the privileged position of art as seen in strands of Western
art history. But where they transcend these is in the artists’ re-
lationship to the specific conditions in China—they are original
in this respect. In China, these positions are relatively new ap-
proaches to making art, and in this context new possibilities for
the future of art are created, possibilities which will need to be
addressed by these artists and their peers. These possibilities
do not simply play into existing systems, and by their immate-
riality or impermanence act to gain space without production
as such. The works can seem to be distancing, maintaining a
relationship which does not fully subseribe to or get subsumed

by any particular end. This idea (of the semi-formed action with

no particular aim or expected conclusion, which has a political

inflection simply in its avoidanee of common forms of political
activity) seems to be particularly appropriate in this situation
defined by appearance. And. as has been seen in these practices
elzewhere, it must be forever delayed in its path to production
its futility is potentially unending, though “delay” and "futil-
ity™ are central to its potential for action.

The spaces profiled in the following pages play a vital role
in developing art systems with larger implications. starting at the
level of localized production. The production of these “alterna-
tives” addresses perceived problems or deficiencies in the system.
Their existence is an important aspect in the eritique of art and
the eritique of its dissemination. Experiments and new forms of
presentation are important to provide depth and perspective to
the art world and to take it away from an over-reliance on a limit-
ed and limiting way of dealing with art and the locations in which
to experience it. What might be called a “healthy art ecosystem”
supports these multiples avenues of experience, providing the
checks and balances that prevent one section of the system from
presenting a distorted vision of art and its value. as has become

the casein the Chinese art scene.
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In 2009, 1500 bricks that had traveled from
Beijing to Europe and back became a temporary
installation piece with

the help of volunteer brick layers
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HomeShop was founded in the Dongeheng district of Bei-
jingin 2008 by Elaine W, Ho and is currently on its way to a new
home together with Fotini Lazaridou-Hatzigoga, Twist Qu and
Ouyang Xiao. According to Ho, “HomeShop came out of my
experience of living in China and fascination with the juxtapo-
sitions between public and private space, not only on a spatial
level but also on social and economic levels. All our projects are
determined by the possibilities offered by this space and its
storefront, as a form for relating to the community and a lens
through to the street outside,

“We're interested in how people relate to one another on
the basis of a commercial transaction, and how that commer-
cial transaction allows for a certain public quality to a space
that wouldn’t be there otherwise. It is the glass front that
makes the juxtaposition between our living environment and
the street bare and visible. I would hope that the commercial
and the artistic could be rolled into one. That’s the tricky bal-
ance.”

HomeShop collaborator Fotini Lazaridou-Hatzigoga
sees it this way: “Maybe the question is to stay more on the
line, instead of having to take a position. There’s a sign over
the door that says jia or “home.” Passersby are always puzzled
by this and often think it's a store. Some of them come inside

wanting to look at our clothes, because they think they are for
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sale, or they start asking questions. It's these kinds of every-
day encounters and interactions from which we begin.”

HomeShop opened during the 2008 Olympies, a period
rife with grand narratives and symbols. For Ho, the project
wagsomething of areaction to this grandeur. “There were pub-
lic sereenings of the Games projected on the storefront.” she
recalls, “as well as a reading group, field recordings, and other
activities where I invited artists to come and do interventions
on the street or neighborhood. A lot of our activities are time-
based and event-based; they are ephemeral and very limitedin
terms of who can participate. So aside from the series we also
publish a journal called Wear, which started from the very
simple purpose of documentation, but as a reflection that ean
take the work to another form of thinking.”

Ultimately, the project raises questions of process, rela-
tion. and even education. As Ho notes. “I think it's the differ-
ence between looking at an artist as a product maker—one
who signs their name on their thing and sells it—versus as
worker or researcher. Finding a balance between an artist’s
project, coming out of certain initiatives and interests of ours,
but also as a way of building a community. How much a com-
munity can be involved and how much it can come together
without being over-organized: in one sense this can become a

political question.”
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DICA in Vienna, where the donkey carried
an LCD screen

U In Beijing, as in many Chinese cities, the far fringes of the
* ? g Rz * metropolis offer strange possibilities for art. They are also the
zones in which one is most likely to find donkeys. The Donkey

Institute of Contemporary Art (DICA) isaninitiative dedicated

to supporting experimental contemporary art on the back of a

donkey. Established in the Beijing summer of 2009, it is pre-

THE DONKEY mised on the spirit of “steadfast oblivion” manifested by these

INSTITUTE OF beasts of burden. Founders Michael Yuenand Yam Lau, in their
opening manifesto before DICA’s first show at 798, noted that

CONTEMPORARY donkeys “counterall forms of calculated intelligence, promotion
and profit-making within the market place of contemporary

ART (DICA) art. They do g0 with the slowest possible speed, the most idle
tactics and wandering work ethies.”

B AR EES A T AR A A JERE Michael Yuen notes, “DICA began with Yam and I talking

Bringing the art context directly toa about our practices, what we've done outside, and specifically

moving puhlic. outside of the gallery system. I'd seen a donkey across the road

from the 798 Art Distrietin Beijing and we thought this could be
interesting. We were taken by the vague and overlapping point
where the rural stops and the city begins. A symptom of thisin
R oijingis that donkeys and their farmers are coming and going
around town, migrant workers are continuously arriving and

leaving, taxi drivers are living on the city’s edge and driving

into the city—the donkey was a very vigible part of that.”
DICAFFiEFMichael Yuen BHUEB BRI OIESLEE, te A seemingly cheeky intervention, in which video moni-
M AESNEE S 4, SRR RTEEBAS ZIMLE A, tors are strapped to the back of a donkey, and other works are
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shown on a cart hitehed to it, DICA grows out of an earnest con-
cern about how art works in cities, be that inside or outside its
devoted institutions. “I"'m interested in the city in general and
I've never really been interested in showing work in galleries,”
says Yuen. “So this ontside, mobile space, outside of the gallery,
outside of those walls can be used as a platform. It also means
that you're much more connected to life. In the places where
DICA has been located or has situated itself, it works best where
there’s traffic flow, foot traffic. So the audience actually renews
itsell. You have people interacting with the work, who don’t par-
ticularly come with preconeeptions or their preconceptions are
much more varied than the ones of those going to see works in
museums or gallery spaces.”

Despite its subversive claim to being “dedicated to sup-
porting experimental art on the back of a donkey,” DICA is not
actually about institutional eritique. “It’s not an ‘anti-gallery’
thing,” says Yuen. “It has this opposition to galleries and the
commercial world but it’s not denouncing them. it's just another
way of doing things. We're outside of the standard structure
here and therefore it gives us a chance to think about DICA, to
think about the structure itself and where the structure could
break down.” In faet, DICA has been increasingly collaborative
with galleries, particularly Vitamin Creative Space. As it ma-
tures, this quirky artist-run space hopes to provide newer and

better opportunities for art to fadeinto the urban fabrie.
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