The 85 New Space exhibition: Radical experiments and
the academy

Katherine Grube

The '85 New Space exhibition (bawu xinkongjian huazhan 85#7 = 7] & &) opened
on 2 December 1985, in the gallery of the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts (ZAFA,
now China Art Academy), Hangzhou."' The nine exhibiting artists, most of whom
were ZAFA graduates, displayed sculptures, prints and oil paintings. Like many
in the 1980s, these young artists rebelled against the academy and fine arts
establishment through seemingly subtle experimentations with style and form.
The graphic simplicity of their works was radical in its considered resistance to
socialist realism’s exaggerated expressiveness and idealised presentation of the
human subject. The New Space artists’ disregard for establishment conventions
reflected a particular antipathy towards academic procedure and taste.
Throughout the 1980s, the academy functioned as the symbol of institutional
aesthetic conventions, the inculcating agent of institutionalised practices, and
the physical agent of ideological and political enforcement. By electing to work
in modernist idioms that depicted the urban everyday, the New Space artists
eschewed the customary language of socialist realism in order to craft a wider
cultural space in which to work more independently. Their self-conscious
disengagement from conventional languages and styles reflected frustration
with the ways in which bureaucracy and ideology not only determined artistic
taste, value and style but also conditioned the production of and the critical
response to art. The '85 New Space exhibition was organised during a time
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of intense cultural ferment, resulting from the economic reforms and political
liberalisation introduced after the conclusion of the Cultural Revolution and
the death of Mao Zedong in 1976. The gradual loosening of cultural controls
provided access to new and previously banned information on art history
and practices that went beyond socialist realism. At the same time, young
artists who had spent their adolescence as Red Guards or ‘sent down’ youth
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(zhiging 4= %) in the countryside were encouraged to produce works critical of
the revolutionary past and its excesses. Critiques of the Maoist period were
also launched in a more radical, personal fashion by artist groups such as
the Stars Group (xingxing huahui 2 £ & %) in Beijing, who explored different
styles of international modernism in order to expand the space available for
critiques of the status quo. However, for all their radical departures from
socialist realist form and content, artists in the late 1970s and early 1980s
continued to share a humanistic faith in the redemptive power of art that, on
the one hand, revived the Enlightenment spirit of the May Fourth era, with
its emphasis on public protest, and on the other hand, renewed academic
realism as the highest aesthetic form. The Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign
(gingchu jingshen wuran yundong # M#4i4bi5 422 %)), launched in 1983,
dampened the exuberance of the immediate post-Mao years, sending many
rebellious artists into exile, while many of the more liberal cultural voices
in the Chinese Communist Party were removed from leadership positions.?
The return to cultural conservatism produced widespread disillusionment,
even within mainstream cultural and political institutions, and it was at this
moment that the ‘85 New Space exhibition took place.

The Sixth National Art Exhibition

By 1984 such disillusionment was felt across the fine arts establishment, including
in museums, professional organisations, fine arts academies and the fine arts
press. For Zhang Peili and other New Space artists, their frustrations crystallised
around the Sixth National Art Exhibition, held in Beijing in October that year. The
exhibition displayed over three thousand works, most of them inoffensive and
highly romanticised depictions of peasants, women or children. This return to the
customary forms and subjects of Chinese socialist realism, and the conspicuous
absence of innovative, unconventional or critical works, was perceived as bowing
to the political demands of the Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign. Particularly
surprising was the absence of so-called Scar art (shanghen meishu 1% %% X),
which emerged in the immediate post-Mao years, using a moody naturalism and
themes of rural life or urban youth to criticise the Cultural Revolution's excesses.
The Scar art movement resulted from artists’ fatigue with producing idealised
representations of politically and ideologically determined subjects, as well
as their desire to confront the violence and abuse of the Cultural Revolution.?
Even though Scar art overtly challenged party and state narratives, Scar artists
produced their cathartic and often critical compositions in a realist idiom, which
allowed the movement to be readily incorporated into official art histories. At
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a time when official discourse and policy sought to repudiate the Cultural
Revolution, to distance the party from the worst of the Maoist years, Scar art was
almost instantaneously incorporated into the mainstream canon as an example of
state-sanctioned self-criticism. Representative works, such as Cheng Conglin’s
A Certain Date. Snow. 1968 (1979) and Luo Zhongli’s Father (1980), received
major prizes at national exhibitions, were published in key art journals and were
acquired by the China Art Gallery (now the National Art Museum of China).

In 1984, the socialist system continued to determine the conditions of artistic
production in China, controlling systems of patronage, display and publication.
The Sixth National Art Exhibition made explicit the limited potential for artistic
creativity within a Byzantine system characterised by layers of bureaucracy that
subjected far too much decision-making to political agendas, both personal and
institutional. The exclusion of state-sanctioned Scar art from the Sixth National
Art Exhibition provided young artists with a tangible example of the exhibition’s
conservatism. Their criticism of the exhibition focused on bureaucratic
centralisation and the limits it placed on the diversification of artistic language.
In an editorial published in the journal The Trend of Art Thought (Meishu sichao
% R E#), the young critic and curator Fei Dawei captured frustrations with the
stagnant cultural environment, writing, ‘In the past, the theme was “Promote the
Revolution and Boost Production”. Now it is the “Four Modernisations”. In the
past, we painted Red Guards in military uniforms. Now we paint youthful workers
in bell-bottom trousers. In terms of artistic concept, it remains unchanged from
the Cultural Revolution.™

To Zhang Peili and his Hangzhou classmates, the Sixth National Art Exhibition
was an irritating reminder of how little had changed structurally in the ‘reform
era’ (gaige kaifang # 3% J7%). The renewed political campaign of 1983, its
targeting of individuals and its effective curbing of independent expression
deepened their dissatisfaction with the arts establishment and the academy.
The exclusion of the more idiosyncratic though still realist tableaux of recent art
academy graduates, like Zhang Peili, sparked deep animosity that spurred many
of these artists to form independent groups and organise exhibitions outside
formal institutional channels, in a spontaneous outpouring of independent
activity that critic Gao Minglu called the '85 New Wave Movement (bawu
xinchao yundong 85#7#1i£%).> In Hangzhou, Zhang and fellow artist Zha Li
decided to create a physical and social space in which young artists could
work. In the spring of 1985 they established two studios in suburban Hangzhou
and started planning what was to become the ‘85 New Space exhibition.
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Gathering in the Hangzhou suburbs

The group of artists that gathered in these suburban Hangzhou studios is often
referred to as the Zhejiang Youth Creation Society, or the Society of Young Artists
(Zhejiang gingnian chuangzuoshe #7ix# €4 4L), but such a formal title belies
the group’s ad hoc nature and ignores the fact that the ‘society’ was created to
receive funding and other support from the Chinese Artists’ Association (CAA) for
an exhibition.® From July 1984 the group held informal gatherings to discuss a
possible exhibition. In December that year the artists formally rented studios, with
financial support from the Zhejiang Branch of the CAA. In 1984, the group largely
comprised ZAFA graduates and included Bao Jianfei, Song Ling, Wang Qiang, Xu
Jin, Zhang Peili and Zha Li (though Zha emigrated to England on a government
scholarship in May 1985). They were joined in July 1985 by Geng Jianyi, and later
by the oil painter Wang Guojun, as well as Cao Xuelei, the only self-trained artist
among them.” The group never crafted a manifesto defining common artistic or
philosophical commitments, but instead united around the desire to ‘critically
challenge the Chinese cultural establishment’ through a future exhibition.?

The ‘society’ benefited from recent shifts within arts and cultural bureaucracy
that favoured the promotion and support of young artists, professors and critics.
In a speech on 22 October 1984, Deng Xiaoping had announced that older
party cadres should ‘unhesitatingly promote young and middle-aged cadres,
especially those in their thirties and forties [as Comrade Chen Yun says]’.° Deng’s
proclamation encouraged promotion based on professional expertise and talent
rather than on political considerations. The impact on culture and the arts was
immediate, transforming the type and quality of art produced across China.

The New Space artists were able to take advantage of this new administrative
focus because of Zhang Peili’'s employment at the Zhejiang Branch of the
CAA, from early 1985. Soon after his graduation from ZAFA in June 1984,
Zhang had started teaching at the Hangzhou Academy of Arts and Craft, but
repeated disputes with his department head caused him to switch work units
to the CAA by the end of the year. By joining the CAA at a time when national
leaders sought a transition of power in local and national party and state
bodies, Zhang was able to channel institutional resources towards external
projects, through which New Space artists received financial and promotional
support from the organisation. The CAA paid for the artists’ two studios and
also purchased art supplies for the group.® Additionally, the organisation
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included the ‘85 New Space exhibition in their official programming schedule,
which widely publicised the exhibition (yet also meant that all works necessarily
underwent a review process with local administrators prior to exhibition).!

Zhang also leveraged interregional rivalries to secure institutional support for the
young artists. According to Zhang, the leader of the Zhejiang Branch of the CAA
had returned from the Sixth National Art Exhibition dismayed by the province’s
under representation in the country’s most prestigious exhibition and was eager
to promote a new ‘creative state of affairs’.’? This translated into supporting
local youth and youth-led organisations in order to cultivate artistic innovation
in accordance with Deng’s national directive. The wry self-consciousness of
the group’s name, an allusion to the Creation Society (chuangzao she 4|i&4t)—
an early twentieth-century literary movement and cultural project of national
renewal —situated their efforts in a historical lineage familiar to even the most
conservative bureaucrats.

When the ‘85 New Space exhibition opened on 2 December 1985, it was received
as a radical statement by a group of young artists, their works sparking lively
debates nationally and locally. Most of the exhibited sculptures, paintings and
prints continued to pursue figuration but departed from the accepted styles and
customary subject matter of the academy and mainstream fine arts establishment.
Their portrayals of daily life drew on surrealism, Dada and modernist commercial
art and design, while aspiring to an often deadpan neutrality of expression. Song
Ling’s ink-on-paper series People — Pipelines (1985) processed the dream imagery
often associated with surrealism, in combinations of industrial workers, pipes
and directional arrows. Geng and Zhang’s painting series depicted, respectively,
solitary hairdressers, and musicians and swimmers against shallow fields of colour.
The melancholic overtones of their work are also seen in Xu Jin’s compositions
of lone figures in train stations, titled Dialogue (1985) and Zero Point (1985), as
well as in Wang Guojun’s Mechanic (1985), a precise, naturalistic depiction of a
young man seemingly enclosed within industrial gears and machinery. Similar
feelings of enclosure and alienation pervade Wang Qiang’s sculpture Adagio of
Symphony No. 5, Second Movement (1985). One of four sculptures included in
the exhibition, Wang’s Symphony encased a life-size plaster figure between two
panes of glass approximately five feet long. The resulting vitrine bisected the
gallery space and transformed the figure into ‘a specimen’ for examination. Cast
from life, the headless and handless figure was poised with its arm raised as if
preparing to give an orchestra its preparatory beat. It enacted a moment pregnant
with anticipation for a future never to arrive.' Zha Li alone created abstract works,
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composed of flat geometric forms. Yet such simplicity in line and form was also
explored in Bao Jianfei’s lyrical and highly stylised print of a female nude reclining
under the sun’s rays, part of her series titled New Space.

In the context of a still highly regulated official system, the '85 New Space works
were considered a radical break with institutional convention, for which they
received significant attention locally and in the national fine arts press. The CAA’s
publication Meishu (Fine arts % K)—then the most prestigious art publication
in China—featured a multi-page colour insert on the show. In Hangzhou, two
forums were organised at ZAFA to discuss the exhibition. It was also reported
that every ZAFA department attended the show and organised formal discussions
afterwards that allowed students ‘to offer their opinions about the New Space
exhibition’.™

As recent graduates of ZAFA, the young artists made that academy the most
visible target of their criticism. Yet the exhibition also rebelled against conventional
forms of academic and socialist realism in response to, on the one hand, their
incongruity with the diverse sociocultural environment of the mid-1980s and, on
the other, their association with the creative restrictions of the arts education
system. In an editorial in Meishu, Bao Jianfei explicitly situated the exhibition as a
considered resistance to the ‘uniformity’ of artistic ‘language and method’ in the
academy, characterising the type of education she and other New Space artists
received at ZAFA as ‘an education in traditional Chinese painting guided by a
national aesthetic sensibility and an academic training in the imported techniques
of Western realist painting’.'® According to Bao, political demands stultified the
development of realist practices and ‘simplified’ the thousand-year-old Chinese
painting tradition.'® The resulting standardisation of technique, style and subject
matter was ‘incompatible with the heterogeneous and diverse perspectives
brought about by the New Era’.'” Bao’s criticism of her academic training and the
academy’s approach to art-making were informed, in part, by the disputes that
had erupted during the 1985 graduation show at ZAFA.

The ‘naughty’ students in the class of '85

The oil painting department at ZAFA graduated only nine students across
three studios in 1985, but its graduation show ignited a broad controversy
that threatened the graduation of several students and resulted in three days
of debate at the academy. Central to the controversy were educational reform
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and independent expression, the debates around which unfolded publicly in
the pages of Meishu and the broadsheet Zhongguo meishu bao (Fine arts in
China ¥ B % K3iR).

Supervised by Zheng Shengtian and Jin Yide, the 1985 graduation show
departed in significant ways from previous graduate exhibitions. In 1983, Zheng
had returned from a two-year fellowship at the University of Minnesota, where
he had researched fine arts pedagogy, as well as modern and contemporary
art in Europe and the United States. With Zheng at its helm, the 1985 graduate
exhibition became an introduction to, and a proposition about, alternative
approaches to studio practice and teaching. Zheng and Jin gave students far
more responsibility and autonomy in determining the composition, subject
matter and style of their graduation works. In addition, they allowed students to
produce more than one work for exhibition, and to display a short explanatory
wall text.’® Most radically, Zheng and Jin did away with the tedious approval
procedure associated with the production of graduate works.

Typically, student works passed through up to five rounds of review and
critique by faculty before being approved for production. The process moved
steadily up the academic hierarchy, from studio supervisor to departmental
committee, and through the three realist genres of suxie &5, sumiao % # and
secai &%. With successive approvals, student drafts increased in scale and
likeness, beginning with a small rough pencil sketch (suxie) of the proposed
work, followed by a full-scale pencil-and-ink sketch (sumiao) and then an
impressionist colour sketch (secai). The process began in the first semester of
their fourth year, around November, so that by April students could finally begin
painting their graduation works. The review process ensured the ideological
rectitude of a work’s theme and its adequate demonstration of officially
sanctioned technical skills. But, as Geng Jianyi recalls, it also ensured that the
students had ‘absolutely no interest’ in their graduation works by the time of
the exhibition.®

Zheng approached the 1985 graduation show as an opportunity for students to
instead demonstrate their technical skills through self-determined themes and
compositions. A handful of what Geng has referred to as ‘naughty’ students
in the sculpture, printmaking and oil painting departments revelled in this
new freedom, deliberately challenging the academy’s sanctioned styles.?®
Among the work of those students, Liu Dahong’s two compositions Spring
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Cannot Be Confined (1985) and Plum Blossoms in Frozen Snow (1985) as
well as Geng Jianyi’s triptych The West (1985) and his Two People under a
Light (1985) attracted the most scrutiny. Their works shared an intentionally
naive simplicity that reduced pictorial elements, particularly human figures,
to flat forms and blocks of colour. Both artists depicted youth in everyday
settings, but the deadpan irreverence of Geng’s works was singled out
as ‘particularly inferior’ because his figures—students and peasants—
expressed ‘indifferent personal relationships’, incongruous with ‘characters
from contemporary times’.?" Conservative faculty members denounced
the works for emphasising form over content, insufficiently demonstrating
technical ability and departing significantly from themes that celebrated the
reform era.?? They lamented that the works lacked ‘nutritional’ and ‘spiritual
value’, and that the student artists had forsaken their ‘responsibility’ to
‘inspire the enthusiasm of a billion people for the heroes that have emerged
during the magnificent Four Modernisations and its revitalisation of China’.23

For their part, reform-minded professors at ZAFA perceived the graduation
works as an important step towards the diversification of form and style,
and critically linked the exhibition to broader educational reforms and new
teaching methodologies. Zheng outlined the reformers’ position in an August
1985 article in Meishu, titled ‘Trends in Western Fine Arts Education’.?* Zheng’s
article begins with a discussion of the importance of arts education to American
artists and institutions, then continues with a broad history of the fine arts
academy, from the School of Drawing in Florence through to the present, before
describing how contemporary curricula and institutions focus on both the
‘transmission of ideas’ and the ‘teaching of craft’.?> To Zheng, the responsibility
of a contemporary arts education was ‘imparting knowledge’ and ‘cultivating
technique’.?® Zheng’s discussion of the diverse teaching methodologies in
the United States, as well as the dual emphasis on intellectual and technical
development, was a direct critique of the Chinese system, and he concluded
his essay with a rhetorical proposal: ‘In order to greet future challenges, isn’t
it necessary, in the process of building upon the successes and failures of the
traditional and modern, Eastern and Western [models], to initiate discussion
and work out a new design for art education in China today?’?”

While debates took place in the academy, Geng and Zhang Peili formed their
life-long friendship. Geng began working out of the artist studios in Hangzhou’s
suburbs, just as preparations began in earnest for the ‘85 New Space
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exhibition. He shared with the New Space artists a desire to disengage from
the politicised artistic styles and subject matter associated with the fine arts
mainstream; and his work, when viewed alongside stylistically and thematically
similar compositions by Zhang Peili, Song Ling and Xu Jin, appeared as part of
an emerging regional school or style, one that the prominent critic Gao Minglu
would soon dub ‘rational painting’ (lixiang huihua #** % ®). However, Gao’s
desire to define a unified school or movement frustrated Geng, Zhang and
other New Space artists who were dismayed that their struggle for artistic
independence was being ascribed an ideological position nonetheless.

The irrationality of ‘rational painting’

Artists in Hangzhou recoiled from the sense of patriotic mission underlying
Gao’s New Wave movement. The apparent cohesion of a national cultural
movement, under the title '85 New Wave, belied the diversity of local activity
and produced uneasy interpretative categories, of which rational painting is
perhaps most indicative. Rational painting yoked together stylistic tendencies
shared by the Northern Art Group (beifang yishu qunti At 7 2 K # #)—working
in Harbin, led by the artists Shu Qun and Wang Guangyi—and the New Space
artists in Hangzhou. The interpretative rubric manufactured a coherent style
that contradicted the very different theoretical and artistic investments of each
group and ascribed a philosophical approach — ‘rationality’ (lixing 2 %) —to their
art-making. Gao described the rational painters as ‘humanists [who] saw their
art as an instrument for improving a backward society and reversing its cultural
degeneration’, and said they intended to ‘create a new social and cultural
order to replace the old’.?® Gao’s humanistic interpretation of the artwork, and
the nationalist ideals he describes, adheres to a vision of the purpose for art,
culture and the artist that has been dominant in China since the 1910s.2® This
understanding of art-making called upon artists to expose social and political
problems in order to contribute to the making of a better world.

Although such patriotic ideals were not far from the Northern Art Group’s
expressed desire to ‘stride forth at the forefront of history’ and build a ‘spirit’
of rationality for the nation, the tradition of critical realism in the fine arts
was precisely what artists in Hangzhou sought to overcome.® Instead, they
purposefully lampooned the pretensions and procedures of academic realist
painting, subverting the nationalist ideals that had informed its development in
China since the early twentieth century. They sought to discover ‘art’s meaning
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in our and our audience’s everyday lives’.?! Artist Wang Qiang described the
significant gap between the art-critical project of Gao and the self-proclaimed
avant-garde and the practical project of artists in Hangzhou as follows: ‘When
critics tried to classify these groups during the 1980s, they made superficial
judgements. They didn’t fully understand the significance of our work. They
judged things simply from the point of view of linguistic form...the formal
appearance of the artworks.’3?

The discursive impulse to situate the New Wave within a historical lineage
of progressive, radical intellectual practice demonstrated the ways in which
received beliefs and behaviours conditioned responses to and interpretations
of art in 1980s China. To Zhang Peili and Geng Jianyi, the self-conscious avant-
garde’s consonance with, and desire to become, part of the establishment
demonstrated not only the endurance of existing institutions but also the
replication of institutional thinking within purportedly iconoclastic and
independent circles. The reproduction of the establishment within the artistic
avant-garde led Zhang, Geng and Song Ling to question oil painting’s ability to
subvert or circumvent prescribed narratives and interpretational frameworks.
As the dominant and most prestigious fine arts discipline, oil painting seemingly
possessed limited critical potential. The medium and its modes of presentation
came to symbolise the ways in which institutional beliefs and behaviours were
inculcated and reproduced, even subconsciously, in artist and audience alike.

In response to this perceived limitation, Zhang, Geng and Song formed the
Pond Society (chi she #4t) in 1986, on the basis of their conviction that oil
painting, and indeed other forms of academic painting, were not the exclusive
‘medium for communicating ideas’.?®* Between June and November of that
year, in Hangzhou, the group created a series of site-specific performative
interventions that explored the relationship between social space and the
human form. Works in the series have come to be seen as some of China’s
most radical experimental art of the 1980s. In questioning the artwork’s mode
of reception and material format, the Pond Society was making a subversive
comment on the nature of art itself, and, in so directing the purpose of art away
from political and ideological commentary, they inaugurated artistic practices
grounded in a self-consciously provocative spirit.

The Pond Society formed because of Zhang Peili, Geng Jianyi and others’
frustrating engagement with the academy and broader fine arts mainstream in
1984 and 1985. The idealism expressed in the ‘85 New Space exhibition may
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have dissipated with the Anti-Bourgeois Liberalisation Campaign in 1987 and
the violent suppression of student-led protests around Tiananmen Square in
1989, but its legacy is essential to the experimental attitudes and practices
that took shape in Chinese art in the decades that followed. Their experiences
at this time transformed a rebellious group of recent graduates into radical
experimentalists committed to an alternative vision of art. Where Wang Guangyi
and other Northern Art Group artists remained committed to iconography and
to the painterly surface (and, in this sense, worked within the basic parameters
of establishment practice), Zhang, Geng and others in Hangzhou fundamentally
questioned basic conventions in a way that revealed structural mechanisms, as
well as individual and communal behaviours and beliefs that constructed and
maintained such conventions. Zhang and Geng transformed the social and
political engagement with realism into a subversive commentary on the nature of
representation itself, and in so doing articulated an alternative understanding of
the purpose and function of art that was not only wholly original but absolutely
vital to the continued emergence of experimental art practices in China.

Artists in the '85 New Space exhibition (from left): Wang Qiang, Zhang Peili, Guan Ying,
Geng Jianyi, Song Ling. Image courtesy of Zhang Peili.
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Swimmers in the Water, 1985, oil on canvas, 110 x 135 cm, one of four works exhibited in the 85 New Space
exhibition. Image courtesy the artist and Boers-Li Gallery.

(kAprgiE) , 19854, FHEME, 110 X 135cm, "SHH=HER" FRENMBEFZ—. ERKKIEMHERED.
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