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(I) Open Gallery 

SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT 
The quirky women in Arlene Texta­
queen's felt-tip marker portraits 
are naked, surrounded by objects 
that reflect their passions and 
prone to enigmatic utterances, 
such as, "As soon as I came on 
stage he knew exactly what my 
bedroom smelt like." A detail from 
When fresh young ginger comes to 
market ... is pictured. 
Sullivan + Strumpf Fine Art, 
44 Gurner Street, Padding ton, 
93318344. Tue- Fri, 10am-6pm; 
Sat, l1am-5pm; Sun, 2-5pm, until 
May 16. 

NEXUS 
Dean Golja photographs piles of 
refuse that look like reclining fig­
ures from classical paintings, 
Johanna Trainor explores surreal 
construction sites in Beijing and 
Lynn Smith captures a certain 
eerie elegance inside derelict 
buildings. 
Global Gallery, 5 Comber Street, 
Paddington, 93605728. Tue-Sat, 
l1am-6pm; Sun, noon-4pm, until 
May 9. 

GATHER 
The winners of the 2008 and 2009 
Sabbia Gallery National Art School 
& Ausglass Exhibition Awards are 
emerging artists who do delicious 
things with glass and clay: atmo­
spheric cityscapes frozen in thick 
glass; folksy terracotta critters; 
cunningly balanced porcelain 
abstractions; and more. 
Sabbia Gallery, 120 Glenmore Road, 
Paddington, 93616448. Tue-Fri, 
l1am-6pm; Sat, l1am-4pm, until 
May 15. 
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On your bike, 
Chairman Mao 

China's social turbulence has inspired a new generation of artists, who have 
turned their backs on political correctness, writes JOHN McDONALD. 

T here is nothing like the 
thought of China to make one 
appreciate life in Australia. 

Our so-called "great population 
debate" seems laughable when we 
put our 22.3 million inhabitants 
alongside China's 1.33 billion. We 
may be duly concerned about the 
strain that overpopulation puts on 
the environment, water resources 
and infrastructure but China's prob­
lems are proportionately bigger. In 
China, the gap between rich and 
poor is much more dramatic, as are 
the differences between urban and 
rural areas. No matter what prob­
lems lie ahead of us, the Chinese 
have incalculably greater challenges. 

The extreme pace of change in 
China today is partly a reaction to 
the stagnation and isolation of the 
Maoist era. It was 1978 when Deng 
Xiaoping allegedly announced that 
it was glorious to get rich, and the 
nation has been making up for lost 
time ever since. Thirty years later -
its progress impeded only by the 
Tiananmen Square events of June 
1989 - the People's Republic now has 
the second-highest number of bil­
lionaires in the world. 

Some of those who have profited 
are artists. For the past few years the 
lists of the world's best-selling con­
temporary artists have been domin­
ated by the Chinese. Although art 
has its fads and fashions, it is no 
longer possible to follow some 
wealthy American collectors and 
dismiss China in this way. 

Sydney can be proud that it is home 
to one of the world's biggest collec­
tions of contemporary Chinese art, 
made available to the public at the 
White Rabbit Gallery in Chippendale. 
This private museum, financed and 
run by the Neilson family, opened in 
August last year with a selection of 
about 60 works from a collection of 
more than 400. At the end of January, 
the entire gallery was rehung under 
the title The Tao of Now. This show 
features 40 more artists and will con­
tinue until later this year. 

One of the advantages of a private 

THE TAO OF NOW 
White Rabbit Gallery, 
until August 1 

museum is that there is no pressure 
to keep turning over exhibitions for 
commercial purposes. White Rabbit 
is a not-for-profit affair and admit­
tance is free. The money invested in 
this enterprise would most probably 
go to the taxman in the unlikely 
event that the Neilsons decided to 
keep it in the bank. It makes one 
acutely conscious of all the things 
Australia's wealthiest people could 
do for the arts, if only they had the 
slightest interest. 

This is an opportune time to draw 
attention to the second White Rab­
bit show, as we are only four days 
away from the opening of the 17th 
Biennale of Sydney. Every time the 
Biennale rolls around I keep my fin­
gers crossed that it will be filled with 
engaging, stimulating art. The real­
ity is that if we see NickWateriow's 
show of 2000 as a kind of "greatest 
hits" package, we have to look back 
as far as 1990 to find a really memor­
able Biennale. The hype that sur­
rounds the show is now completely 
independent of the quality of work, 
so even if it looks and feels terrible it 
will be acclaimed as a triumph. 
Once again I'm gathering up the 
frayed threads of optimism, hoping 
for something that doesn't need to 
be spin-doctored into immortality. 

One of the best aspects of the White 
Rabbit exhibition is that it acts as a 
powerful reminder of all the things 
that contemporary art can do when it 
is not linked to overarching themes 
and programs. This pretty much 
sums up the state of contem­
porary art in China over 
the past decade, the 
period covered 

-

by the White Rabbit collection. Dur­
ing this time the obsession with 
images of Chairman Mao and the 
Cultural Revolution was dissipated by 
a new generation of artists who have 
grown up with no ideological fixa­
tions other than consumerism. 

More than most people, the 
Chinese are entitled to say they have 
had enough of politics. This is 
broadly what Wang Zhiyuan seems to 
imply in the small catalogue, when he 
claims that art in China is no longer to 
be judged by standards of "political 
correctness". What he means is that 
artists are less likely to be solemn and 
sanctimonious about the problems 
of their society. In a nation where the 
government does not expect its edicts 
to be questioned, artists have had to 
find ways of making social comment-

-
On a grand scale ••• 
Zhang Chun Hong's 
Life Strands (2004). 
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ary that does not bring them into dir­
ect conflict with authorities. 

There are exceptions, notably Ai 
Weiwei, who has been a fearless, 
outspoken critic of the breakneck 
speed of China's urban develop­
ment, corruption, profiteering, and 
the lack of political freedoms. For 
the most part, artists couch their 
critiques in oblique terms, as if the 
subjects of their satire were natural 
phenomena, only incidentally 
related to politics. 

According to Judith Neilson, the 
works included in The Tao of Now 
are more connected to "the oldest 
parts of Chinese culture: Taoism, 
Buddhism, Confucianism, martial 
arts and ancient legends". This 
applies to some artists more than 
others. The most obvious examples 
are Cang Xin's large, wooden sculp­
tures of creatures such as cock­
roaches and scorpions with plants 
sprouting luxuriantly from their 
backs. These are based on the 
shamanistic beliefs of Mongolia, 
which posit an unbroken con­
tinuum between humans, animals 
and plants. Another candidate is Du 
]ie, who paints tiny abstract pic­
tures consisting of a single line that 
she drags around a canvas for three 
weeks until the entire surface is 
covered. The artist sees these mind­
boggling works as aids to medita­
tion and encourages the viewer to 
approach them in the same way. 

It may be more difficult to see the 
spiritual dimensions of a work such 
as Wang Yuyang's Breathe: Manager 
Zhao's Black Cab (2008). This is a 
dilapidated, life-sized minIvan 
made out of painted silicon, and not 
the least bit black. When a motor 
strikes up inside, the van shudders 
and begins to inhale and exhale, 
while one headlight blinks on. The 
idea is to instill a universal life force 
in inanimate objects, as if the whole 
world were breathing together. 

Two of the most impressive works 
are deceptively ordinary in their 
subject matter. Dong Yuan (b. 1984) 
has reproduced the contents of her 

Dong Yuan, who seems to be hon­
ouring these humble things. 

These are remarkable works for 
artists still in their 20s but they are 
not unusual in this collection, 
which makes no distinctions 
between old and young, veteran 
and novice. I can't do justice to all 
the pieces in this show, which really 
demand to be seen rather than 
described. It's virtually impossible 
to conjure up Shi ]indian's motor­
cycle and sidecar woven from blue 
steel wire or Zhang Chun Hong's 
ll-metre drawing of her plaited 
hair, which tumbles down the wall 
and along the gallery floor. 

The exhibition acts as a poweiful reminder if all 
the things that contemporary art can do. 

old rented apartments as a series of 
small, realistic canvases, placed in 
the same positions in two rooms 
that the objects themselves once 
occupied. The similarly youthful 
Cong Lingqi (b. 1982) contributes 
an installation called Dust (2008). 
which consists of hundreds of tiny 
hand-made models of everyday 
objects floating in space, illumin­
ated by a strong beam of light. In 
equating these objects with dust 
motes, she suggests the insignific­
ance and transience of our lives -
which is roughly the antithesis of 

The vitality of contemporary 
Chinese art is intimately connected 
with the turbulence of the social 
scene, the sense that things are in a 
constant state of flux. Nobody quite 
knows, from day to day, where it is all 
tending. Economic prosperity is also 
breeding ecological disaster, while 
urban renewal is destroying the 
country's cultural heritage. These 
dilemmas are neatly summarised in 
The Dragon and the Rose Garden, by 
the Belgian journalist Sus van EIzen -
the latest book to attempt to make 
sense of the Chinese whirlwind. 

- -

As van Elzen demonstrates, 
social, political and cultural issues 
are so interwoven that it is 
impossible to draw boundaries. The 
fact that so many old neighbour­
hoods have been demolished and 
replaced with undistinguished new 
building projects is largely a func­
tion of the furious pace of economic 
growth. Most of the inhabitants are 
happy to move from their old slums, 
while the authorities see poor­
quality new buildings as only a tem­
porary measure. Migrant workers 
who appear to be shamelessly 
exploited still see themselves as bet­
ter off than relatives who remain in 
impoverished rural areas. Every 
issue is more complex than it first 
appears, and this is reflected in the 
kind of art that is being made. 

The shadow that looms in the 
background is democracy. China 
today is a capitalist country that 
clings to the rhetoric of commun­
ism but economic change always 
has political consequences. The 
miracle is that China's rulers have 
been able to keep the genie in the 
bottle for so long while standards of 
living have been steadily rising. Van 
Elzen suggests that China may be 
looking at another 15 years of 
capitalist-communism, more or 
less. This may also mean another 15 
years of extraordinary creativity, 
although we have every reason to 
hope that art will outlast ideology. 
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YOUR FACE 
Sydney artist Nicholas accosts 
strangers in the street, often at 
night, to ask if he can paint their 
portraits. Clearly a fair few say yes 
because this exhibition comprises 
41 compelling faces. A detail from 
Randle street #2 is pictured. 
f-Iardware Gallery, 263 Enmore 
Road, Enmore, 95504595. 
Tue-Sat, 11am-5pm, ends today. 

MERRICK FRY 
Fry constructs colourful towers out 
of recycled glass in which 
intriguing little objects - such as a 
thumb-sized human figure, a 
transparent protractor or a ring of 
shiny paper sardines - are 
imprisoned. Prolonged staring 
may ensue. 
Stella Downer Fine Art, 2 Danks 
Street, Waterloo, 9379 7006. 
Tue-Sat, 11am-6pm, until May 22. 

PLUS 
Games Children Play 
Photo composites by Micha 
Nussinov. 
Nussinov Gallery, 56 Cope Street, 
Redfern. Wed-Sun, 11am-6pm, until 
May 23. 

Well Laid 
Group printmakers' show. 
Breathing Colours Gallery, 
446 Darling Street, Balmain, 
9555 8543. Wed-Sat, 10am-6pm; 
Sun, noon-4pm, until May 2. 

Margaret Baragurra 
Paintings by an elder from _ 
Western Australia's indigenous 
Bidyadanga community. 
Arthouse Gallery, 66 McLachlan 
Avenue, Rushcutters Bay, 
9332 1019. Men-Fri, 9.30am-
5.30pm; Sat, 1Oam-5pm, 
until May 8. 

Lissa Christopher 
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