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The End of Mass-Exhibitions?
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It seems that the whole Chinese contemporary art scene is agitated
by the Venice Biennale, Kassel Documenta and Basel exhibitions.
Curators, artists, collectors and even land agents thirst to discover the
new trends, collecting-opportunities and even learn one or two tricks.
But | doubt whether or not the big international art exhibitions can continue
to foresee and develop the trends in creation this year. In an event,
which exhibits hundreds and thousands of art works, the weight of
each person becomes insignificant. Important persons in the Chinese art
scene can get increasingly easy access to information about the newest
international creations and exhibitions. Our era is no longer that of trains
and planes, but that of information technology.

At least Beijing and Shanghai have become part of the most important
art capitals in the world and | feel that there is no information gap between
these cities and cities such as New York, Paris, London, Venice or
Kassel. But | must admit that in a more and more commercial world of art,
local information on art has become worrisome. Even though Beijing is
not the city with the most exhibitions in the world, it is the city that
changes most fast, with many exhibitions only lasting one week and at
times even less. Each week, more than ten exhibitions open their doors
and in many exhibitions —often the mass-exhibitions- the same artists
and art works repeatedly appear, often making art connoisseurs feel
uninterested.

The China International Gallery Exposition 2007 CIGE, which just
ended was a good example of this. The attitude of the curators of this
particular exhibition was very realistic this year, only choosing paintings,
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photography and’sculptures that would easily sell and chose not to
exhibit experirﬁental installations and recording-art. Thus one could say
that only sellable art was exhibited. Although it has already became a
focal point of the international art scene, CIGE magnified the weakness
of the entire art system and proved to be an embarrassment to the
Chinese contemporary art world. First, although there were a lot of
curators, most of them were in for quick success and instant benefits
and only a small minority had a strategy or long-term plan. Second;
businessmen, curators and investors’ minds are dominated by
commercialism and therefore the lack of supporting funds, educational
organizations, non-profit organizations and the academic world makes
one fear for the future of events like these.

Biennales: A double loss

China, this world’s biggest construction site, hosts the biggest amount
of biennales in the world, thanks to the many artists and government
officials. When I think of biennales and triennials, the Shanéhai Biennale,
the Beijing Biennale, the Guiyang Biennale, the Chengdu Biennale, the
Guangzhou Biennale for Photography, the Beijing International Biennale
for Calligraphy, the Shenzhen Biennale for Architecture, the Chinese Art
Triennial, the Guangzhou Triennial, the Macau Biennale for Design, the
International Ink Biennale of Shenzhen, the Shanghai International Biennale
for City Sculptures and many more come to mind. In these-exhibitions,
one can see a lot of advertisements for land agents, in addition to others
that were scrambled together by organizers and government strategists
for culture.
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At the moment, the biennales organized by China can basically be
divided into two groups: the first, exhibitions organized by organizations
that operate among the people such as art galleries. Second, exhibitions
organized by the government, like the Beijing International Art Biennale,
which is a project organized by the Ministry of Culture and the City of
Beijing and funded by the central government. Other examples include
the Shanghai Biennale and the Shenzhen Biennale. Considering the
present policies and composition of the government, however, the way
the government organizes these events is somewhat different.

Many people complain that China lacks a funding system like the
European one, which could influence the duration and independent
character of the exhibitions. But on the other hand, even though China
organizes so many biennales each year, organizers feel that there are
many other sources of funding. In the past, many events were held by
wealthy real-estate businesses, whereas today local governments,
commercial galleries and collectors provide new sources of funding.
Although abroad many exhibitions also depend on businesses and
governments for their funding, in China, many sponsors often demand
direct publicity and often interfere in the work of the curators, even
recommending artists themselves.

At the same time, the form of biennale exhibition is still a big difference
in funding between Chinese exhibitions and exhibitions like the Venice
Biennale or Kassel Documenta. This makes most of the Chinese exhibitions
subject to an embarrassing loss. First, they lack the strength to be able
to invite a wide range of international artists and thus cannot produce a
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forum for an international dialogue. Second, these exhibitions are still
only professional gatherings, lacking a dialogue with local audiences
and culture. Also, the originality of modern culture, as well as the tourism
industry, cannot play an accelerating role.

Perhaps this is not solely a problem of the Chinese art scene. First,
Chinese culture and economy are both at the centre of high-speed
development, converging on many different layers. The development of
commercial organizations moreover, also has its limits. Second, there is
no stable belief system supporting all of this. Pragmatism and utilitarianism
form the backbone of the ideology in Chinese society.

Mass exhibitions: When will artists learn how to say no?

Of course, | should still be grateful for the many choices offered by
an open market. The last three or four years, the open market stimulated
the prices at auctions and art galleries and increased incomes of individuals
and companies, thus causing the appearance of more art galleries and
exhibitions. But we can also notice the appearance of more and more
rubbish. Beijing today already has too many exhibitions, which are a
waste of the audiences’ time. Especially mass exhibitions that appear to
be unable to display anything interesting. In the last two years, the
number of art exhibitions increased greatly, but it's still the same artists
that participate in them and it’s still the same art works that are on
display. So it's not only the audience that can’t find fresh emotions, even
the artists themselves are fed up with it all and consider the mass-
exhibitions to be a get-together for old friends.

- | was perplexed as to why Chinese artists —even the most famous
ones- use similar works to participate in so many different exhibitions. Is
it because artists, curators and organizers are friends and are only
interested in exposure? Maybe it is the greed that started stimulating the
art scene 10 years ago, when the appearance of new art galleries and
regular exhibitions were still rare. Today, there are simply too many
invitations for joining art exhibitions at home and abroad, and artists still
don’t know how to say no.

In fact, today’s artists have the most profitable position in the art
market. These times are also testing the artists: do they carry on creating
or do they merely repeat themselves? Are they independent or do they
follow the market? Fortunately, only a minority chooses the former, so
that contemporary art didn’t become a wealthy pile of rubbish. Compared
to the mass-exhibitions that go from bad to worse, the exhibitions that
came to Beijing, which are worth remembering most, are individual
exhibitions. An individual exhibition gives the artist more space, but on
the other hand it causes more fierce criticism to surface. The artist by
consequence, however, will be challenged and in turn become more
interested in the creation process. Contemporaries who choose the
easy path are not only lazy, but also associated with others as space
fillers of no significance. Liu Xiaodong, Fang Lijun and Ou Yangchun
each held outstanding individual exhibitions and likewise Evergreen Art
and Arrario galleries have hosted individual exhibitions of an international
standard. )

Other ways of exciting the public to appreciate an exhibition is to
hold a joint exhibition with both a Chinese and a foreign artist participating
or combining Chinese traditional art with Chinese contemporary art in
one exhibition. Unfortunately it is often not a realistic option, considering
the present policies of the Chinese museums and the lack of the right
people to fill the position of curator in art galleries.
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