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The Story of Hair: Hair and Chinese Contemporary Art
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contemporary art that make use of hair
expressing social notions and personal

It also becomes one important motivation of I

sentiments.
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Hair is one of the natural and physiological phenomena of human
being, but the inherent wispy substance embodies strong sociality,
because it lies above sovereign head of human. As an obvious visual
character of men, frequently, hair is used for defining someone’s social
identity, family tradition and personal politics, reflecting currents of
thoughts and customs of different eras and countries. Especially, when
hair is regarded as a special symbol of one age and area, it can hurdle
personal taste. For instance, there is one of the oldest punishments in

law in China from Qin and Han dynasties, which is called “KUN” (haircut).

“KUN” is not a punishment hurting one’s flesh, but it is a special moral
punishment in ancient China, for one hand, punisher have to be cut hair
that breach ancestral habit of longhair, for another hand, he/she would
be detested and abandoned by bublics and social for his/her marked
head. “One half head with hair, the other half without hair” in culture
revolutionary is a modern example of the old law. In many ancient Art
works, hair and hair style is an important standard to recognize dramatis
personae’s identity, class and official position, even one of the evidences
to distinguish ancient painting between true and fake. After Manchu
governing China, government of Qing forced Chinese to save a long plait
behind head, which resulted in discontentment and indignation of Chinese.
Here, if someone saves his traditional hair style, he would be punished
even killed by Manchu army, if saves a long plait, he would be kill by “long
hair” (army of taiping rebellion). It is a reduction of the politics of hair. In
late Qing dynasty, new revolutionary current rise up in China, snipping
long hair become a popular hair style, more importantly, it is a symbol of
revolutionary. Piquancy of cutting hair is written by Zhang Taiyan in his
famous article “cutting long plait”. Herefrom, a relationship between cutting
hair and avant-guard was established.

In many images in Art history, plait is one of the most important visual
characters of Chinese. Both local painters and European Boanerges in
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China always paint Chinese with a long plait. Many foreign artists and
orientalists regard it as exoticism even a sign of fatuity, which is exhibited
in Francois Boucher’s paintings. Going with the new liberation of thoughts
in China in 1980s, spirit of revolutionary and avant-guard was branded
itself into Chinese modern Art. Artists changed their hair style to express
the great transformation of their notion for Art. “Big beard” artists are
inimitable landscapes in that time. Through changing their hair, mustache,
even bodies, greasy long hair and moustache become an obvious symbol
of Chinese avant-guard Art in 1980s. According with their works, their
behaviors and impersonations can not be caught on by the average.
Some works created by Geng Jianyi reflect social currents and artists’
psychic situation, which is his interests, maybe. Many works he produced
about head and hair are the earliest works focusing on hair of men in the
history of Chinese modern art. These works are naturally connected
with cutting hair for revolutionary, but his manner is more extremer than
his grand old men: the figure in his painting is cut all his hair, becoming a
pilgarlic. “Haircut No.2-the first pilgarlic in the summer of 1985” is the first
Chinese modern painting describing a person with a big pilgarlic, which
is like a prediction foretelling Chinese artists’ intoxication to pilgarlic in
1990s. In 1993, Artist Song Yongping performed “cutting hair” in his own
exhibition “Country Project” in Chinese National Gallery. A tension was
produced between the behavior of cutting and the context of Chinese
National Gallery. For its time and locale, this work showed the spirit of
avant-guard about art of hair again.

After 1990s, pilgarlic become a popular image. More and more artists
cut hair to pilgarlic as such as he figures in their paintings. Hair turn to
something excrescent must be cut and cleaned out. Critics and art
historians think that reflect silly fettle of Chinese in a special time. Going
with globalization of Chinese contemporary art, these works are accepted
by international market of contemporary art, thus, painting including a
Chinese pilgarlic become a successful mode and imitable object. According
to this tendency, image of pilgarlic is copied largely in Chinese painters’
works, but the context pilgarlic growth is peeled off yet, which caters to
occidental’s mistake imagination of modern Chinese: how similar with the
situation of Chinese long plait in 1900 it is.

Of course, hair does not something exist solely, but belong to some
idiographic person. Therefore, hair in art works is always related to
personal sentiment. “Black hair in morning turn to snow-white hair in
night”, “cutting hair can not nipping love”, “saving long hair for lover,
cutting it for breaking love”, there are so many verses describing the
relationship between hair and sentiments in Chinese ancient poetries.
Now it also becomes one important motivation of contemporary art that
make use of hair expressing social notions and personal sentiments.

Avant-guard, revolutionary, helplessness, femininity, fashion,
conservatism, affectionateness, rupture...all of these can be seen in
that puny thing.
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