
Part 4: The Reform Era and Beyond



The Reform Era
Deng Xiaoping (鄧小平 1904-1997)

“It doesn’t matter if a cat is black or white 
as long as it catches mice.”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
After the death of Máo Zédōng, economic reformers led by Dèng Xiǎopíng 邓小平 / 鄧小平 (1904–1997) came to power. The Reform Era, begun in 1978, opened China to global trade and information from abroad. Restrictions on foreign travel for tourism and education were gradually eased. These changes and others set in motion China’s rapid rise to becoming the world’s second-largest economy in just a few decades; a rise characterized by hard work, entrepreneurship, and improved living standards for most, but also harsh working conditions, environmental damage, and income inequality at levels rivaling the U.S.In the arts, the relative loosening of restrictions on artists during the Reform Era has led to an unprecedented explosion of creativity in all artistic forms and mediums, and artists from China have become a major force in global Contemporary art. Some are based in the People’s Republic of China, some have emigrated to other countries, and some work both in China and internationally. The works on view here—paintings made from the 1990s to the present—illustrate some of the remarkable diversity, originality, sly wit, and expressive power found in contemporary Chinese art.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
After years of having to see authoritarian public art …



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
First impulse after restrictions are liberalized…



Chanel, from the Great Criticism 
series, 1994
Oil on canvas
Oberlin Friends of Art Fund, 2001.20

Political Irony
(Political Pop)

Wáng Guǎngyì 王广义
(b. 1956)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A worker grasping a pen and a soldier with a raised fist stand heroically in familiar imagery from the Cultural Revolution. Below them is the logo for the fashion brand Chanel, and above that the logo for the German tissue brand Tempo. Wáng Guǎngyì was a founder of the Political Pop movement, one of the most important early avant-garde art movements to arise in China during the 1980s and 1990s. By ironically juxtaposing earlier propaganda imagery with consumer advertising logos—a nod to the American Pop Art movement—Wáng equates the manipulative character of both propaganda and advertising, and points out the contradictions inherent in the political and economic ideologies of the Reform Era.Wáng has said, “As the Cultural Revolution ended and Máo’s utopia vanished, Chinese speedily switched to another image system—a system about signs of consumerism… I was trying to look for a meaning behind the conflicts between my haunting memories and this burgeoning new imagery.”



Mask Series #7, 2000
Oil on canvas. Ruth C. Roush 
Contemporary Art Fund, 2002.24

Zēng Fánzhì 曾梵志
(Chinese, b. 1964)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Like Wang Guangyi, you could argue that Zeng Fanzhi was engaging with the idea of socialist realism,  but rather than a satire he was reflecting one reality of the reform era. Since his emergence as a major Chinese painter in the 1990s, images of the body have been the frequent subject of Zēng Fánzhì’s arresting, often disturbing, paintings. In the Mask series (late 1990s-early 2000s) Zēng’s figures initially seem cartoon-like with their exaggerated proportions, bland facial expressions and abstract rendering, but closer study reveals more disquieting details. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A figure sits stiffly facing the viewer, his carefully pressed suit, neat haircut, and shined shoes suggesting wealth and success. However, his hands rest tensely on his knees, his hands and head seem enlarged, and his face is covered by a pale mask with crossed-out eyes staring blankly ahead. Where his skin is visible, it is shaded in tones of red. 









Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The artist has suggested that his Mask Series paintings comment on the superficiality of modern Chinese society, in which people conceal their true identities in favor of false personae that are designed to help them win public acceptance and approval. Others have interpreted the paintings much more universally as a commentary on such fundamental existential questions as the relationship between self and other, the nature of personal identity, and the individual’s place within broader society. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hung Liu also took Socialist Realism into new directions. Hung Liu was born Liú Hóng 刘虹 in Changchun, China, in 1948. Her father, a former Nationalist Army officer, was imprisoned by the Chinese Communist government in 1949, leaving Liu to be raised by her mother and several aunts in Beijing. As a teenager during the Cultural Revolution, she was sent by the government to live and work in a rural village for several years. After returning to Beijing, she attended the Beijing Teachers College and the Central Academy of Fine Arts, where she studied Socialist Realist painting. Liu emigrated to the United States in 1984 and earned an MFA from the University of California at San Diego in 1986. She was a professor of art for more than two decades at Mills College in Oakland, California.Liu is best known for creating paintings based on photographs—some historical images of life from late 19th to early 20th century China, and more recently, images relating to her own life after moving to the U.S. Many of her paintings—done in an evocative, expressionistic style—raise issues about the historical and contemporary status of women, children, and other traditionally underprivileged social groups. These paintings frequently address much broader questions involving the history of colonialism, emigration, and the nature of transnational cultural identity.



Bird Bath, from the series Strange Fruit, 2001
Hung Liu (Liú Hóng 刘虹)
(American, born in China, 1948–2021)
Oil on canvas. Gift of Driek (OC 1965) and Michael (OC 1964) Zirinsky 
in honor of Gertrude B. Bestebreurtje, 2010.18.1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Bird Bath is based on a historical photograph taken during the Japanese occupation of China from 1937 to 1945, a period when many people experienced famine and starvation. The artist has said that the splitting of the canvas into two parts creates a feeling of instability, emphasizing fracture and turmoil. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A child crouches, extending an empty bowl to beg. A woman sits next to the child, but her face disappears beyond the picture frame. Red paint, like blood, trickles over them. More haunting is a figure lying next to them on its side—seemingly sick, in pain, or dying. Oddly, this figure is surrounded by flowers, and a large bowl appears to float above, with a flock of birds using it as a bird bath. Some fly up into a purple sky. The image of the bird bath was borrowed from an ancient Chinese mural that depicts a serene and peaceful paradise, and the white flowers are linked to the use of the color white for funerals in China—they can symbolize both offering and mourning. Do these symbolize life and hope, or that the only peace is found in death? What does Bird Bath suggest to you? 



Xu Bing 徐冰
(b. 1955)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
From artists who had roots in Socialist Realism, we turn to our three final artists and contemporary takes on the tradition of Chinese landscape painting. Xú Bīng is a wildly creative and innovative experimental artist, a leading figure in global art since the 1980s. Much of his work playfully questions meaning and representation, the role of tradition in contemporary art, and how humans relate to the natural world.Xú has said, “Other people all say I am a practitioner of contemporary art; in fact, what I have polished and refined are mostly obsolete things. These “obsoletes” contain within them the most fundamental things, core things. These old sayings that we have gone over again and again always have significance, always serve a purpose, just as if they are brand new things.”



Landscript: Revisit, 2001
Xú Bīng 徐冰 (Chinese, b. 1955)
Ink on paper. Gift of Driek (OC 1965) and Michael (OC 1964) 
Zirinsky, TL28.2022.55

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This small, monochrome ink landscape seems oddly constructed out of repeating elements that are grouped together. In fact, these elements are ancient forms of Chinese characters dating to the 3rd century BCE. The artist Xú Bīng has cleverly made use of the fact that these early characters were often pictographs, or written characters based on pictures of what they represent, so the rocks and trees in the landscape are made with the characters for rocks and trees.



stone (石 shí)
  tree  (木 mù)
  bamboo (竹 zhú)
  earth (土 tǔ)
  sprout (苗 miáo)
  fish (鱼 yú)
  leek(韮 jiǔ)
  grass (艸 cǎo)



Mansheng Wang 
(王满晟 Wáng Mǎnshèng) 
(American, born in China 1962)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Growing up with five siblings in Taiyuan, a coal mining city and capital of the northern province of Shanxi, Wang has said of his youth, “Art was a refuge, a place of comfort and beauty, a way to release anger, sadness, or pressure. Artwork allowed me to forget the world around me and to find some peace.” As a boy during the Cultural Revolution, he fought against the rejection of tradition, diligently studying the calligraphy of ancient virtuosos, and later majoring in classical Chinese literature at Fudan University in Shanghai. Working for a decade in television as a director and producer, he traveled widely and was exposed to the diversity of art and landscapes in China.He moved to the U.S. in 1996 and devoted himself fully to the arts. His landscape paintings seem classic and familiar; they retain the tranquil and elegant character of traditional works, however, he enlivens them with subtle but innovative techniques that combine painting and monotype printmaking and combinations of mediums. He also creates his own ink from walnuts and often uses river reeds as brushes.On landscape painting, Wang has noted, “Using brush and ink to create landscapes, the process of creation, in turn, encouraged and inspired me. It was a way to nourish my inner spirit, increase my understanding of the natural world, and clear my mind.”



The Breath of Autumn 秋高氣爽, 
2017.
Mansheng Wang 
(American, born in China 1962)
Chinese Ink, Walnut Ink, Egg Tempera, 
Acrylics on Paper. 
Oberlin Friends of Art Fund, 2022.30

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There are no figures in this serene, austere landscape. The sheer face of a rocky cliff rises from the water up into a hazy sky, framing the mountain with blue and grey. Small trees punctuate the peaks and cling to the craggy base. A tiny waterfall peeks out from a dark crevasse.The artist has said of his landscapes, “I strive for a concentration of grandeur and substance, solemnity and silence.” In The Breath of Autumn, Wang has created an untouched natural world, a landscape of escape.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Video  https://fuqiumeng.com/en/portfolios/mansheng-wang/









Yáng Yǒngliáng 杨泳梁
(b. 1980)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The final artist for our talk today is Yáng Yǒngliáng. Yang is not a painter, but a photographer and video artist, working with digital art production. However, many of his works are based on the aesthetics of traditional Chinese painting. Many of his recent works, unlike Mansheng Wang’s more subtle appeal to environmental consciousness, more directly and ironically confront China’s recent rapid development, addressing its physical and psychological effects. Although These ruins reveal the physical consequences of urbanization and demolition, with the isolated man perhaps embodying alienation, dislocation, and despair.



The Path, 
from the series 
Time Immemorial, 
2016
Yang Yongliang 
杨泳梁
(b. 1980)
Giclée print of a 
digital photographic 
collage. Oberlin 
Friends of Art Fund, 
2017.4

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Path is a good example. At first glance, The Path seems to be a hazy and evocative traditional landscape painting, but, a closer look reveals something else. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A solitary figure stands looking into the distance, evoking the traditional Chinese motif of small figures in a vast landscape seen earlier in this talk. Unlike those figures, usually shown as if in contemplation of nature, here the scene is much more ominous as the man stares into his ramshackle surroundings. The natural forms are composed of details from photographs of contemporary urban environments, with rubble piles, dilapidated buildings. In the lower right, the past is literally suppressed by rapid urbanization, as ancient religious sculptures are being buried beneath the debris.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Even the distant mountains are made up of layers of skyscrapers or apartment buildings, stretching to infinity. 



Riding the Strong Currents: 
20th and 21st Century Chinese Paintings from the 

AMAM Collection

Kevin R. E. Greenwood
Joan L. Danforth Curator of 

Asian Art

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thank yous
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