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Editors’ Preface

Liu Ding, Carol Yinghua Lu

This book was written on the basis of the exhibition Salon Salon: A Profile of Modern Art Practices from a
Beijing Perspective, 1972—1982. The exhibition itself was Part Three of the study Series “From Issues of Art
to Issues of Standpoint: Echoes of Socialist Realism.” We jointly launched‘this/study series to analyze and
rethink the historical narratives and conceptions of contemporary Chinése art through ongoing exhibitions

and writing.

Unlike the fractured narratives often seen in art history, the period just prior to the end of the Cultural Revo-
lution in 1976 is seen as a brand-new start for art: in theSalon Salon exhibition, we focused on the decade
from 1972 to 1982 as the period for study and discussions as well as a space for historical imagination. We
see this period not only as a politically and historically significant transition, but also as a relatively integrated
period of art. In studying this period, we reflected on its concrete appearance and multilayered practices to
consider the mentality of creators of art in"¢his’ time of tremendous political changes, as well as the scale it

represents when describing creative works,and political control within existing narratives on art history.

In preparing the exhibition and Writing this book, we primarily focused on the artistic phenomena occur-
ring in Beijing, to observe the'ereative works and practices of the older, middle-aged, and young generations
of artists then active in art'circles. From these, we selected the practices of several art groups and a small
number of individual artists emerging in the late 1970s for study and display. These art groups include the
Beijing Oil Painting*Résearch Association (as well as the New Spring Art Exhibition), the No Name Group,
the Star Art Group; the Friday Salon, and the April Photo Society. The artists and individuals who took
part in thesesgroups include artists trained prior to Liberation, and artists trained after Liberation and prior
to the Cultural Revolution, as well as amateur painters who emerged around the time of the Cultural Revo-
lution, along with young artists and artistic youths who graduated and began practicing in the later period
of the Cultural Revolution and after its conclusion. We displayed a number of pieces created by relevant
artists in the period of 1972-1982, and also used textual sources to examine the historical context created
by these pieces and their artistic practices, thereby reflecting on how creators of art and their pieces engaged
in “internal exile” wherever possible amidst a harsh political environment, feeling out and defining the

tense relationship between art and politics or adjusting their individual standpoints, in this period from the
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middle and later stages of the Cultural Revolution to just prior to the Opening and Reforms. Here, we
focused on discussing the contradictions, conflicts, entanglements, reconciliation and deviation between
mainstream ideology and the modernist experiences left behind by the Republican era, within the frame-

work of New China.

Examining the concept of “contemporary Chinese art” within the historical timeframe of sixty-seven years of art
under New China (1949-2016) has great practical significance. Artistic practices from New China-to the
present have formed an extremely complex structure replete with internal contradictions. Persisting’in the
simplistic description of the inception of contemporary Chinese art and artistic traditions since the founding of
the state as fractured, and as the art of a “transitional” period relative to art from prior to the efid 6f the Cultural
Revolution, is obviously inadequate in interpreting the many movements and tendencies ofithe past thirty years.
Although the “binary” narrative models of politics—art, orthodoxy—heterodoxy, suppression—obedience,
independence-dependence and so on have a certain historical rationality under speeific circumstances, they are
far from adequate in describing the multifaceted, complex and fluid state of historical reality. Such structures of
“binary opposition” form a kind of basic description and awareness whichtate inert extensions of a type of
“revolutionary” narrative plot, artificially excluding various factors that have long rubbed along together in time
and space. In narratives of modern and contemporary Chinese art history, such “revolutionary” narratives have
been transformed into a kind of “avant-garde” rhetoric, wherein “avant-garde” emphasizes resistance to old
ideologies. However, such historical narratives treating the “avant-garde” as the basis for the legitimacy of
contemporary art and as the motivating idea in the work of art practitioners have long since revealed their

limitations and narrow-mindedness.

In this study, we examined various actions.by art officials rehabilitated after the Cultural Revolution and
professionally trained artists to promote the ¢eorientation of art within the system, as well as the reverber-
ations and echoes of these actions within society. At the same time, we displayed the bottom-to-top,
autonomous practices of art practitioners from outside the system, allowing art to become the common
point of origin for two forcesdrom within and outside the system. We attempted to take an “integrated”
perspective to observe thebasic patterns, motivating impulses, and process of evolution of art within the
same artistic system and’ideology. We emphasized and incorporated chance and heterogeneous factors to
reflect on the multiple trajectories of interaction between art and politics within the larger framework of

« . .
national transfermation.

We drew, on details and sources, examining specific cases to recontextualize abstracted experiences in
contemporary art, amplifying the sense of historical presence and displaying scenes that have been generalized,
omitted and obscured, including concrete thoughts, emotions, ambience and other factors. In unearthing
what has been lost from general historical narratives, along with heterogeneous elements which have been
ignored and obscured after being denied legitimacy, the objective is not to construct an adversarial or
oppositional history (in opposition to something else); in most situations, we are merely presenting difference
and complexity, thus challenging the structural orientation of mainstream narratives and experiences, in an

attempt to discover hidden crevices in existing narratives, to serve as new starting points for reflection.
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Concretely speaking, the intention in this book is to offer an integrated presentation of the exhibition scenes
and the details of research, with a chapter structure that essentially recreates the logic of display in an
exhibition: the works of art are presented in accordance with the logic of case studies, recreating the complex
and authentic historical scene. We begin with the essay “Introduction: A Review of Artistic Practices from
1972 to 1982, a piece for historical research and verification which looks back on art discourses and the
politicization of art since New China, focusing on relating the situation of art in the period from 1972 to
1982. Outlining the historical scene provides a contextual foil for the presentation of art works and case
studies. The subsequent chapters continue the “constellation-style” narrative logic of an exhibitions forjeach
“constellation,” design renderings of exhibition walls and document displays, photographs of exhibition sites,
case studies, and accompanying art works and textual sources are presented accordingly.<This modular
structure emerges cyclically, with a historical review from “Melancholy” to “Portraits, of Individuals”,
referencing works from “1976” and “In Memory of Zhang Zhixin” to ““With You in*Chdrge, 'm at Ease™
and “Zhou Yang’s Three Problems and Seven Essays”, and discussions ranging from ‘A Fleeting Convergence”
and “Beijing Oil Painting Research Association: A Concise History” to “Impressionism and Formalistic
Beauty” and “The Reintegration of Artistic Spaces , taking an overarching hiStofical approach to capture and
present important information on the myriad of stars in the network offreality. The two appendices to this
book both take the form of dialogues: “Pondering the Present vis-a-visReflecting on the Past: A Conversation
with Liu Ding on Research-based Curating” focuses on exploring,the collection and absorption of historical
materials, and how exhibition formats transform and convey. them; while the “Salon Salon: New Spring
Seminar” invited a number of scholars and practitioners from ‘artistic and cultural circles to jointly review the

state of history and explore the issue of historical narratives.

In the process of arranging this exhibition andéwriting this book, the artist Yan Bo, the curator Su Wei, the
art historian Chen Shuxia, and Song Ke, a~doctor of architectural history, took part in the first stage of the
study as researchers. The Board of Directors—particularly the Chairman of the Board, Mr. Huang Xiao-
hua—and the entire staff of the Inside-Out Art Museum provided their full support and assistance for this
exhibition, for which we express.our gratitude here. At the same time, we would also like to extend thanks to
all of the artists who participated in this exhibition, as well as the colleagues, collectors and art organizations
who generously lent works™to the exhibition and provided valuable information. Finally, we would like to
thank Ms. Gan Qi, the\director of The Chinese University Press, for her patience and encouragement, and
for offering valued tecommendations and support in the publication of this book. Each colleague at The
Chinese Univetsity Press provided enthusiastic, painstaking and meticulous work for this book, and this
process of eollaboration has been unforgettable. This publication “recreates” the scene of this exhibition and

the many, related discussions, and will serve as a precious textual memory left behind by this exhibition.
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Translated by Carrisa Fletcher





