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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. 

MAY 8-9, 2010 SPECTRUM 15 

Open Gallery 

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. 
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