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PICTURING GLOBAL CHINA JENNY LIN

Global China has recently become a buzz term —
the subject of academic conferences, a patriotic rally-
ing cry for Chinese Communist Party cadres, and a con-
cept proliferated in foreign news media generating both
excitement and suspicion. The notion of a Global China
heralds the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC’s) rise as
a world power and its growing relations — economic, so-
ciopolitical and cultural — with foreign nations. Global
China is sensed in the PRC’s push to secure resources,
expand its workforce, and make extensive investments
in African, Latin American and South East Asian nations
of the so-called Global South. Signs of Global China
also appear in the immigration patterns, real estate
and business holdings, and study abroad of affluent
Chinese people within countries of the so-called Global
North, such as the United States and Canada.’ To refer
to China as Global is to recognize the PRC’s ability to
transcend the current North/South and old East/West
binaries used to characterize the world’s disparate cul-
tural and economic geographies. The term, Global Chi-
na, also speaks to the PRC’s domestic development over
the past three decades, and especially its unprecedent-
ed, exponential economic growth fueled by exports, for-
eign consumption, and, increasingly, local consumer
demand.?

Despite the PRC’s growing prominence on the
world stage, China still mystifies most foreigners. De-
pictions of Chinese culture outside of the PRC remain

1 For a compelling study of the population, activities, and impacts of
aifluent overseas Chinese (huagiao) persons, see Aihwa Ong, Flexible
Cltizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality (Durham, NC: Duke
Unlvaersity Press, 1999).

¥y The PRC's recent economic growth can be traced to China's open-
Ing up of its markets, instigated with leader Deng Xiaoping's post-Mao
[, post-socialist reforms of the late 1970s, and the state’s embrace
ol sapltalist models that adhere to, and indeed shape, the ever-evolving
tenets of globalization.
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sion of Twitter and Facebook), with the intention that
selected submissions would be included in the exhibi-
tion. The call asked people living and working in Main-
land China to send in their photographs of contemporary
life in the PRC, and to consider, but not limit themselves
to the following thematic suggestions: globalization
within urban and rural landscapes, cities' expansions
into the natural landscape, Chineseness and the impact
of foreign cultures on Chinese identity, social media as
a tool to integrate China into a global context, income
disparity in rural versus urban environments, contem-
porary values, self-identity and relationships, gender
issues and the role of women, environmental issues,
street photography and street art, and artists’ use of
photography.

As hundreds of photographs streamed into my
Inbox, | felt a special connection with each and every
sender. For the most part, those who sent images were
previously unknown to me. These strangers’ submis-
sions allowed me to see, through their eyes, a fuller
representation of the PRC, a place whose art | have
been engaged in studying over the past decade. Upon
first conceiving of the exhibition, | was myself quick to
adopt the vague buzz term, Global China, but the im-
ages | received pictured so much more. The problem
with the Global China label is that it purports to neatly
package an infinitely varied place of richly diverse cul-
tures undergoing unfathomable phenomena: urbaniza-

tion, globalization, the CCP’s adaptations of capitalism.
The images of Picturing Global China effectively resist

simplistic reductions, together complicating any uni-
fied notion of a Global China.

The submissions, sent by artists, photographers,
photojournalists, students, and people from all walks
of life, came from all over Mainland China — from the
cosmopolitan capitals of Beijing and Shanghai to coun-
tryside towns in Henan Province, from ethnic minority
villages in Yunnan and autonomous regions, such as
Xinjiang, to fast-developing interior municipalities, like
Chongqing, and beyond. Like the exhibition, this book
includes images by all of those people who submitted
photographs. Specific photographs were selected based
in part on the images’ abilities to collectively map the
PRC's multitudinous worlds and shifting terrains.

Images by well-known Chinese artists, such as
sculptor Liu Jianhua and photographer Gu Zheng, cre-
ate striking juxtapositions — between handmade ce-
ramics resembling mass-produced goods and natural
landscapes, poker chips and imposing architecture, a
sparkling skyline and shiny urinal — that question and
engage in Duchampian critique the values of urbaniza-
tion and globalization. Images by the exhibition’s only
non-Chinese participants, U.S. artists working in Chi-
na — Patty Chang, David Kelley, and John Alexander —
unsettle the notion that rapid development necessar-
ily means progress, contrasting the large-scale Three
Gorges Dam project against the personal experiences
of locals in the region’s altering landscape.® Conjuring
a collapse of nature and civilization, an image by pho-
tojournalist Chang He and photographs by artist Chen

4. In addition to photographic stills by each artist, the exhibition in-
cluded Patty Chang & David Kelley’s collectively produced Flotsom Jet-
sam (2007), a 1 channel HD video installation that was produced in the
Three Gorges Dam area of the Yangtze River.

JENNY LIN
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Xiaofeng show an invasive plant species and potted
artificial greenery invading China’s environment and
daily life. Photographs by Liu Jiajia show reflections,
both romantic and haunting, on the destruction of old
neighborhoods around Shanghai, which she captured as
abandoned spaces at night and paired with textual la-
ments.

A series of photographs by artist Liu Tao de-
picts his nude performance in the derelict surrounds of
Pudong International Airport — one of Shanghai's chief
symbols of the city’s global status. In Yunnan, China’s
most ethnically diverse province, Zhang Wenfeng pho-
tographs a flamboyant minority village chief, Luo Dan
uses the collodion process to picture a Christian com-
munity, and Chen Yina reveals a tourist site where tradi-
tional-style architecture houses global chains, like KFC.
One series by independent photographer Yang Ming de-
picts punk kids at a festival on the outskirts of Beijing,
while another shows the detrimental, at times heart-
breaking impact of industrialization on a town in Shan-
dong Province. Jing Yi’s black and white photographs
give us insight into common practices in a cattle mar-
ket in western Henan Province, where bills bearing Mao
Zedong’s visage are stealthily exchanged. Hai Liang pic-
tures a magical burst of white doves from a desolate
factory in icy winter. Ning Zhouhao’s photographs re-
veal surprisingly poetic moments strewn from the daily
life of a CCP bureaucrat working inside the politburo.
Zhang Xiao’s photographs of rural coastal areas and Yan
Yibo's series of diptychs comprise a variety of humor-

——

ous, bizarre, and surreal scenes. Photo-manipulations
by Lu Yanpeng, Huang Xiaoliang, and Zi Bai turn typi-
cal scenes of nature and even grotesque imagery into
painterly, traditional Chinese landscape-like composi-
tions. Chen Fei mocks the grandiosity of China’s Great
Wall in a recreation using bricks, toys, and processed
meat. Chen Yuan, Liu Wanyi, and Wang Wenlong photo-
graph tourist sites — from beautiful national parks and
beaches to the overcrowded modes of transport used to
get there. Liu Yuanyuan, Ji Tao, Wang Peibei, and Jay Yan
powerfully impose bodies and performative actions on
a variety of modern and old-fashioned cityscapes. He
Pei, Wu Pengfei, and Xie Ying show outdoor barbershops
and other small businesses tucked down alleyways —
markers of earlier styles of commerce and community.
Hu Chengwei, Ye Baoliang, Zhang Yujiao, Jin Xu, and Liu
Kai capture street life in cities, towns, and religious
sites across the PRC, highlighting the humor, struggle,
and tenderness embedded in quotidian moments. Tong
Dazhuang reduces the faces of corrupt officials to a re-
peatable pattern in a tapestry-like image, and Huang
Shizun fashions a map of Mainland China from an as-
sortment of found advertisements. Liu Jie’s series and
Xu Yang’s photographs of Jingdezhen (China’s tradition-
al porcelain capital) reveal that artisanal labor, passed
down through generations, continues to exist despite
the PRC’s reputation as the world’s capital of industri-
alized factories and mass production.

Taken from very personal, individual points of
view and representing a wide variety of scenes, locales,

JENNY LIN
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people and customs, these images unravel the official
nationalist rhetoric and foreign media hype surround-
ing Global China, showing the resounding ability of ev-
eryday images to debunk mythologies attached to the
PRC’s international rise. These surreal, mundane, ex-
perimental, and quixotic pictures tackle the ambitious
goal of Picturing China, but ultimately and critically re-
veal that this lofty goal hovers constantly out of reach.
The images presented here shatter any unified notion of
a Global China, and create in its place a kaleidoscopic
collage that begins to map the dreams, realities, prom-
ises, and fissures of China’s radically altering land-
scapes amidst globalization. Go picture!




PATTY CHANG

Patty Chang (1972, San Leandro, CA) lives and works in Soston, MA. Chang
works primarily with performance and video. She has had sole exhibitions
at institutions such as the Museum of Modern Art, NY; the New Mussum, NY;
the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; the Museet Moderna, Stockholm, Sweden;
Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago; Fri-Art Centre d’Art Contemporain

Kunsthalle, Fribourg, Switzerland. She is a 2014 recipient of the Guggenheim
Fellowship.

UNTITLED, XINJIANG

These photographs are research images shot during the making of Minor (2010), a video of an I

attempted journey to Lake Lop Nur in Xinjiang, China. Minor takes as its inspiration the path of

the turn-of-the-century Swedish explorer Sven Hedin as he tried to map the desert lake as .

it shifted positions and was ‘lost’ to explorers for over a century. Unable to make my way to

the site of the now evaporated lakebed (and former nuclear testing site), the video comprises

multiple performative actions that tie together themes of communication, the body (collective/ P
° PATTY CHANG
individual), landscape and movement. Minor was shot months after the riots in Urumgi, where >

local Uighur minorities and Han Chinese populations clashed over growing tensions of economic

and political disparity. Actions include writing words with headscarves on cotton trucks, flying

a military parachute in the desert, and sleeping mummies in museums. The video moves

between hand held first-person perspective framing and wide landscape shots to alternate

between an embodied and distanced respanse to the landscape.
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research images from MINOR, XINJIANG, 2009, Patty Chang

<SKBEAHBENRE. 8 ZOORE « KA



DAVID KELLEY

David Kelley is Assistant Professor of Art at Wellesley College, where he
teaches art practice, critical theory and poetry as intra-dependent disciplines.
He is involved in ongoing research regarding the space of performance in the
production of documentary and structural photography and film. He is also
interested in collectives, progressive social movements, experimental

anthropology and historic avant-gardes.

CAPTAIN FLOTSAM JETSAM (vipeo sTiLL), THREE GORGES DAM AREA), 2007

This photograph is from Flotsam Jetsam, a photography and video project by Patty Chang and
David Kelley. “Flotsam Jetsam is a journey video that was produced in the Three Gorges Dam

area of the Yangtze River in China. The project regards landscape’s relationship to identity,

particularly in the midst of extensive infrastructural changes at the Three Gorges site. The video
details the process of fabricating a large faux submarine, its launch below the Three Gorges

Dam with a crew of local actors, the submarine’s progress along the river and through the dam’s

17.

DAVID KELLEY

boat locks, and into the reservoir. Along the journey various performances are enacted: actors’
dreams are recounted during a psychodrama session in a swimming pool, a theatrical play is

filmed in a ship factory, and actors’ concerns about making this video are voiced. Interlacing

a broad collection of sources including: Mao Zedong's historic swims in the Yangtze, Jules
Verne’s “20,000 Leagues Under The Sea,” and current news accounts of China’s rapid economic

development, and related imaginaries of Asia’s modernization and environmental impact.”
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from FLOTSAM JETSAM (Stills), THREE GORGES DAM AREA, 2007,

David Kelley

R (BIR), SBEME - ZOO+E4E + David Kelley
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