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Chinese and International, they are neither
contradictions nor simple mixture, but Chi-
nese --- the realization of duple strain of being
self and international at the stance of compat-
ibility and coexistence under the interaction
between the national and the exotic.
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With the establishment of “contemporary art” system in China,
“curators” have gradually become an indispensable link in Chinese art
industry. Since 1980s, owing to the extroverted transition in politics,
economy and culture in the Chinese society, Chinese art has been
reformed continuously, rapidly and comprehensively in its form, language,
style, content as well as history, theory, ideology and practice. Especially
when the idea of globalization is penetrating in, when pop culture and
commercial society are revitalizing, when high technology and digitalized
virtual space are developing, Chinese curators are spurred to change
their value from the role of an all-round helper to a specialized intellect.
Their vision has been more of an “international” macro-category and
thus they have become a cultural explorer in the complex of
indigenousness and exoticism.

The history of Chinese curators dates back to the New Movement
of Art in 1985. From 1985 to 1988, a bunch of artists and critics caring
about contemporary art started to scheme quite a few modern art
exhibitions, based on their own art concepts and value standard, the
emblem of which is “China Modern Art Exhibition” held in China Art Museum
in February, 1989. The “Preparatory Committee” consisting of 14 pragmatic
historians, critics and artists for the first time practiced the role of
“curators” in modern art exhibitions in theme deciding, exhibition planning,
organizing, publicizing, funding as well as judging. They also raised a
fund of 80,000 rmb for the exhibition and 250,000 rmb for collection. It
was seen as a feast considering its planning concepts and judging
standards. Technically, it did not have the true concept of “curators” in
its system, but it showed the rudimental features of curators and nurtured
a batch of important critics and curators afterwards.

In the early 90s, with the change of political atmosphere and
development of market-oriented economy, the dream of saving Chinese
art out of the hard situation with western Modernism came to its end. It
was replaced by “Political Pop”, “Cynic realism”, “Hippy”, “raffishness”
and practicism propelled by economic profits. Especially the western
commercial operation mode brought into China changed the role that
critics played in the past. They emerged with their new identity of “art
directors” or “intellectual emcees”. And then, after their job became more
and more specific, curators stepped onto the front stage as true exhibition
operators. The curators of this time are either part-time critics, art
enthusiasts or a new generation directly involved.

To conclude the reasons why the industry of curators has come
into being, firstly, the market-oriented operation has become the main
method to hold art activities. The western exhibition system has become
a standard for China to follow. The industry of art needs curators as a
link while the ideology of curators has a corresponding effect on the
benign cycle of the industry. Secondly, the idea of consumerism, the
cultural taste of the public and the post-modern ideology have featured
the culture of the 90s in China. To pursue the potential economic value of
art activities has become the major goal, especially when the profits of
commercial exhibition stimulated some artists, critics, historians, collectors
and businessmen to join the world of the curators. Thirdly, the traditional
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art exhibitions in China were run by organizations such as museums and
galleries. Frequent exchange activities worldwide have made it necessary
to have more planners to simplify the working process and reform the
existing system to meet the international needs. Fourthly, “literal criticism”
that critics relied on has had its disadvantage of singleness. Exhibitions
have become another stage for them to make their art opinions known.
And the way that an exhibition speaks them out meets the needs of the
visual era better compared with literal expression. Fifthly, western
curators have had a great influence on the art operation mode by
introducing Chinese contemporary art to Europe and America. In the
meantime, a batch of Chinese critics and artists have emigrated abroad
and got involved in major art exhibitions worldwide. Curators, artists and
critics start to coexist and rely on each other. The industry of exhibition
in China is stimulated. Last but not least, the academic independence, the
chance of frequent exchange with the outside world, the power as a
“director”, all these have become the conditions on which the young
generations make their choices.

Having gone through the academic enlightenment in the 80s and the
market nourishment in the 90s, the curators of the mid and late 90s have
gradually set up an operation style looking at “the world” influenced by
the culture of globalization. It is because of this that, at the start of 21t
century, Chinese curators have converted themselves from an “import”
to intellects making their way to the international context with a Chinese
identity. “International curators” are gaining their popularity as a new
identity word. It not only transcends the former way of interpreting
contemporary art, but also shows in the course of elucidation the
academic value other than the art piece itself. Thinking about the strategy
and direction for the future development of Chinese art, surveying the
Chinese imagination about “international”, positioning of international
exhibitions, establishment of exhibition mechanism and implementation
of “international curators”, we can find that, with the massive changes
that are happening to the Chinese society, Chinese curators are going
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further from the initiative stages of simply copying during this crucial

transition period.

During the modernization of China since 90s, concepts such as
“globalization”, “internationalism” and “post-colonialism” have popped up
in our vision. They are the products of new global situation after the cold
war. In some sense they can also be seen as the extension of the
competition between the East and the West. Since the establishment of
modern state system, Chinese imagination about “international” apparently
smacks of the western world. That extends to the ideology of globalised
culture as if western standards have become Chinese standards and
geographically the world standards. However, the advocation of culture
pluralism arouses a dream of revitalizing Chinese culture. Although those
unwesternised countries still have the background of “one centralized
power” in its politics, yet the constraint of this imagination and the
weakening awareness of power impel a group of people like us to give
up our intrinsic notion and strive for the coexistence and merger of the
differences between the east and the west. This turning is of profound
significance but also a process of swaying between the approval and
disapproval of the globalised culture led by the West.

This shows that the Chinese participation in international exhibitions
is actually the search for survival space beyond the existing games
rules by following them and attempts to set up operation rules that are
not international-oriented. A small group of artists took passive part in
some international major exhibitions such as Venice International Biennial
in 19938 and 1995 , and Sao Paulo International Biennial in 1994. In the 21
century, China has actively applied for the establishment of independent
exhibition venues like the Chinese Hall in Sao Paulo and Venice Biennial.
We have also organized major exhibitions of our own country like
Shanghai Biennial and Guangzhou Triennial and exchange exhibitions
involving government wills, such as Sino-French Culture Year, Sino-
Russian Culture Year, Art exhibition of Sino-Italian Culture Year and
Exhibition of Chinese Contemporary Art in Pompidou Art Center in Paris.

They were trying to break the situation of Chinese art being selected.
The concept of international exhibition has turned to rational analysis
and practice. It increases the possibility of China being involved in
international dialogue, which makes the Chinese cultural value known to
a greater extent in and outside China.

Chinese exhibition mechanism is taking various experiments on the
platform built up by the interaction of the East and the West, exchange of
the internal and external system, together with the links of art industry.
Even some traditional exhibitions planned by “politics” and “academia”,
like “National Art Exhibition”, has started its search for a new way to
survive in the art system. Biennial is the replacement or conversion. For
Chinese exhibition mechanism and curators, as to the external
environment, their background and attributes decide that artistic value
must be realized by means of international exchange; as to the internal
needs, in respect of inevitability of gradual betterment and chance of
creative explosion or the increasingly rising notion of rights, market and
requirement for academic development, they wish to get rid of the
embarrassment of being ruled and try to expand their Chinese identity on
the basis of being international.

Chinese curators’ conversion to “international” is quite clear;
however, the key lies in how they are going to make themselves
“international” facing the increasingly complicated international situation.

Firstly, the “international curators” of China are an academic concept
or academic system capable of independent research, which is approved
by the majority. Its academic value is of the current and everlasting
historic significance. Secondly, the exhibitions in which they are involved
in planning have to be widely approved by an “international” standard.
Whatever scale they have, whether the theme is local or international,
they are all going to experience the trial given by the international judgment.
Thirdly, they are able to plan a series of exhibitions with worldwide
influence thanks to the fact that they are very well aware of international
game rules and they can make judgment and choice of the contemporary
culture with their cultural identity and stance. Fourthly, they can use their
expertise to optimize the links in the course of exhibition and balance the
complicated relations between the government, the curator groups, the
sponsors, the artists, the press and the public. Meanwhile, relying on
initiative and cooperation of the team, they can find a versatile operation
mode that is suitable for their self-expression as well as exhibition
presentation. Fifthly, in the situation of comprehensive context, interactive
culture and digitalized information revolution, what will be the vital mission
for the Chinese curators to turn “international” is to bring to the
“international” society “Chinese” art that meets the needs of our times
and to bring to the Chinese art the international reputation and to fulfill the
contemporary Chinese cultural strategy.

Chinese and International, they are neither contradictions nor simple
mixture, but Chinese — the realization of duple strain of being self and
international at the stance of compatibility and coexistence under the
interaction between the national and the exotic. Chinese curators must
join “the international”; “the international” should reinterpret Chinese art.
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