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Painter Gao Yang in front of a work in his Song Zhuang studio. The art-
ist spent over a decade living in Italy and there gained international ac-
claim. (Photo by Kyle Chayka)

gallery districts and over-publicized sales figures is that it
masks the disparities and flaws behind this recent develop-
ment. Spaces lay empty and unused in the 798 District, aban-
doned by their tenants to dust. Many feel that Chinese galler-
ies emphasize only the kind of art that sells: easily digestible,
superficially political work. Though the rapid growth in size
and reputation of the Beijing art scene has afforded Chinese
artists, galleries, writers and curators alike the ability to
work on a larger scale, this newfound notoriety has also
come with its own structural problems.

Though Beijing’s art districts are still works in progress,
the difference between the developed density of these areas
today and their small scale or non-existence only years ago
is striking. Five years ago, the 798 District was a collection of
only a few galleries and a handful of artists’ studios. Today,
the neighborhood plays host to hundreds of art spaces, cafés,
studios and museums and has become one of Beijing’s big-
gest tourist attractions. The 798 District has already begun
to attract the attention of large international galleries inter-
ested in taking part in the city’s growing contemporary art
scene. Most notably, prominent New York City gallery Pace
opened a 22,000 square foot space in 2008. The presence of
galleries like Pace, Faurschou from Denmark and the Ullens
Center for Contemporary Art founded by Belgians Guy and
Miriam Ullens, are symbolic of growing international con-
fidence in the staying power of Beijing’s contemporary art
community.

Local, Chinese-founded art spaces and galleries have
also felt the benefit of recent expansion. The Long March
Space, a commercial art gallery, has been the focus of much
international attention. The Long March Space originated
from the Long March Project, a traveling art exhibition and
long-term performance piece initiated by Chinese curator Lu
Jie in 1999. The first effort of the Long March Project was ‘A
Walking Visual Tour’, a series of twelve exhibitions at loca-
tions on the path of the original Long March undertaken by
the Communist army. ‘A Walking Visual Display’ was an effort
to examine China from both inside and outside, looking at
China’s history from an international perspective and using
art exhibitions as a way of questioning established beliefs
about Chinese identity.

According to Zoe Butt, an Australian woman who has
been the Director of International Programming for the Long
March Space since June 2007, this aim “has definitely ex-
panded” since the beginnings of ‘A Walking Visual Display”. “I
think that the Long March Project since 2003 [when the Long
March Space opened in 798] has been a journey very much
wanting to argue what is China to the international, how do
you bridge the gap between local and international.” In addi-
tion to its gallery exhibitions, the Long March Space has also
become the headquarters of the Long March Project, devel-
oping and organizing projects abroad as well as in China.

The position of the Long March Project between local and
international is a difficult point to resolve for the organiza-
tion. Though the possibility clearly exists for Chinese-led art
projects on an international scale, it is often difficult to per-
suade many Chinese artists to move out of a purely Chinese
context or to work outside of the mainstream Western art
world in cooperation with less well-known art communities.
Butt continues, “There are of course many Chinese artists
willing to more critically engage with an international plat-
form, but it’s a slow process, and I think it’s very much about
a cultural attitude... | must say that right now I am fairly
frustrated.” Beijing’s contemporary art community is now at
an uncertain point. The difficulties of moving from a national
phenomenon to an integrated part of the greater interna-
tional art world present clear challenges for Chinese artists
as well as the ground troops of the art world, international
curators and gallery directors.

Song Zhuang, a village two hours’ travel on subway and
bus outside of Beijing city, has become an enclave for con-
temporary Chinese artists. The rambling collection of brick
courtyard houses, blocks of studio compounds and larger

(Photo by Kyle Chayka)

galleries and residencies is both a home and a community
for hundreds of artists. That Song Zhuang is off the beaten
path from Beijing’s larger art gallery scene makes it a more
isolated place where artists are free to work away from the
influence of the commercial market. The village has gained a
reputation for fostering artistic talent; some of China’s most
famous artists still keep their studios there, including Fang
Lijun and Yue Minjun.

It is clear from artist Lu Lin’s studio that he does well by
his art. The warehouse-sized space provides ample room for
the painter’s large canvases, abstract works that combine
traditional Chinese painting formats with new media and
modern techniques. Though the artist still sells his works,
business has largely turned from commercial galleries to
selling privately from his studio. “The 798 galleries won’t
show my work,” he says, “They think it’s too conservative,
not ‘contemporary’ enough. I don’t think my work is ‘con-
temporary’ at all.” Lu is frustrated that so many contem-
porary Chinese artists follow a set style commercial style,

a movement often called ‘cynical realism’. Cynical realism

incorporates realist imagery, often including Communist pro-

paganda, symbols and figures from China’s recent past, but
perverts it with strange distortions, off colors and abstract

Artist Tang Jianying in front of a painting in progress in his studio.

art by how much money it will make, not by how good it is.”
Though there is international interest in Chinese contempo-
rary art, only the artists who become famous truly get inter-
national exposure. “The Western galleries that come here are
the same,” Zhao continues, “They just promote those Chinese
artists who are already well known, whose work they can
already sell”

The international vogue for Chinese contemporary art
has flooded Beijing’s art scene with money, notoriety and
exposure. This growth has benefited all involved in the Chi-
nese contemporary art community, but it is also clear that by
highlighting a specific trend in Chinese art, the international
art world has disenfranchised other aspects. The pressing
problems of the Beijing contemporary art scene’s develop-
ment, including gallery infrastructure and critical presence,
have been ignored. These are problems that must be con-
fronted in the pursuit of independence for Chinese contem-
porary art.

Kyle Chayka is a Sampan correspondent.

painting techniques.

“That kind of art,” Lu
Lin continues, “doesn’t
come from China’s history
or culture. It just conforms
to Western expectations
of what Chinese contem-
porary art should be.” The
drive towards commercial
development and the lure
of commercial success, ac-
cording to Lu, has pushed
Chinese artists to follow
only what sells and not to
develop independently.
Fellow painter and Song
Zhuang resident Gao Yang
agrees. He feels that too
many young Chinese artists
are willing to copy already
popular motifs in order to
gain money or fame. “They
all paint the same things,”
the artist says in exaspera-
tion, “Tiananmen Square,
Chairman Mao, the Cultural
Revolution... there is no
development, no indepen-
dent thinking.”

Many feel the im-
mense popularity of con-
temporary Chinese art in
the cynical realist style
has overshadowed more
worthwhile art. Zhao Yi,
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creates boxes filled with
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sculpted and painted fiber,
feels slighted by the exces-
sive attention paid to cyni-
cal realist painters and the
lack of galleries focused on S
mid-career artists. “There
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is no support system for
artists,” she says, sitting

at the table of her Song
Zhuang studio, “The gal-
leries only want to show
artists whose work will sell
immediately... They judge
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