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Society Guidance (Partl)

In China, the last decade of the twentieth century was a time
of constant change, defined by new economic paradigms,
shifting social norms, and collective feelings of anxiety and
confusion. At the same time this uncertainty was tempered
by people’s hopes and anticipation for the future. Everyone
in China—including artists—faced the same rapidly
evolving reality, and used whatever means possible to make
themselves part of the ongoing transformation, attempting
to make the most of newly available opportunities. The
artworks gathered here encapsulate how artists understood
and reacted to the era, as they expressed themselves
through a wider range of mediums and artistic languages
than previously available to their predecessors. Artists
explored themes including individual identity, feminism,
economic marketization, urbanization, personal mobility,
and more. “Society Guidance: Part 2” presents a snapshot of
the 1990s as a moment when a multitude of new directions
emerged in Chinese society and contemporary art, while also
sharing a range of differing perspectives on the ostensibly
“incomplete” cultural landscape of the time.

At a time when neither the art market nor museum system
were well-established in China, the role of artists in society
was unclear, and morals were changing alongside a new
wave of consumerism, artists could not help but rethink their
approach towards art. Xu Yong (b. 1954, Shanghai) shifted
from photographing Beijing’s hutong (alleys) to leading tours
of them, focusing on art’s social potential. Shi Yong (b. 1963,
Shanghai) observed high-speed urban development from
the position of a flaneur on the edge of the city, constructing
his own framework for introspection. The intimate, rough-
edged photographs taken by Xing Danwen (b. 1967, Xi'an),
full of desire and emotion, use the body to document the
inner consciousness of women during the era. In the view of
Li Juchuan (b. 1964, Shashi, Hubei province), architecture
cannot be defined by function and specific form, but is
instead related to the body and time. He walked the streets
together with a brick, using his body to pose questions
about architectural possibilities. Chen Zhen (1955 - 2000,
Shanghai), who lived in France, pondered differences in
identity: on the one hand he drew upon Chinese philosophy,
yet he also experienced the emergence of globalization
first hand. In his work, Xu Tan (b. 1957, Wuhan) interweaves
personal and public memories of the 1990s, creating a
retrospective of the decade's history. As an experimental art
program and publication, Wildlife Art Project (initiated 1997)
brought together 27 artists to present a fairly comprehensive
view of the breadth of art practices present in the 1990s,
along with a glimpse of the “wild,” quasi-underground
conditions of the contemporary art scene then.

Throughout the 1990s, artists were able to build new
knowledge, imagery, and structures, though they operated
in separate groups, unable to construct a sense of
wholeness across issues of identity and the body. “Society
Guidance: Part 2” attempts to present a vision of the
1990s true to the decade’s fragmented nature. To this
end, the inclusion of work re-examining and reviewing the
decade by Double Fly Art Center and Huang Jingyuan,
artists of a younger generation, helps expand our
understanding of the state of Chinese contemporary art
as it stood poised to enter a new century.



