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Abstract

The following is an excerpt from a conversation between contemporary Chinese artist Xu Bing,
Madeline Eschenburg, and Ellen Larson. Xu Bing curated an exhibition at the Central Academy
of Fine Arts titled The Second CAFAM Future Exhibition, Observer-Creator: The Reality
Representation of Chinese Young Art, on display through March 2015. Our conversation
centered around his thoughts on a new generation of young Chinese artists as well as reflection
on his own early career and time in New York. The conversation was conducted in Chinese and
has been translated into English.

About the Artist

Xu Bing was born in 1955 in Chongqing. After the Cultural Revolution ended in 1976, he
enrolled in the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing, focusing his studies on printmaking. In
1989, he participated in the groundbreaking China/Avant Garde exhibition curated by Gao
Minglu. Xu Bing moved to the United States in 1990 and stayed there until his return to China
in 2008. Xu Bing is one of the foremost contemporary artists working today, investigating
meaning and language, informed by social and cultural conditions. His works aim to “make art
serve the people,” shaped by both personal and shared histories. Xu Bing currently lives and
works in Beijing and New York.



Question: How do you see young artists today?
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Ja nua I"y 29, 20 1 5 Xu Bing: Right now we are working on “The Second
CAFAM (Central Academy of Fine Arts Museum)
Future Exhibition, Observer-Creator: The Reality
Representation of Chinese Young Art,” which is
really great. But, do you mean how I feel about
young artists, or what?

Madeline Eschenburg and Ellen Larson
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Q: Yes, I mean, how do you feel about their notions in terms of the creation of their work?

Vi, RIS TRME 2R MR

XB: I think young people have a lot of conveniences. For example, young people today, their
thinking is actually quite open because no matter what, information channels and a large part
of culture have been flattened out, or brought to the same level. So the things that they think
about and come in contact with are actually in step with one another. Also, because of China’s
various characteristics, it possesses even more of this kind of information. Even though
government control might be a little tight, it can’t control young peoples’ access to this
information. (Young people) can use software to breach China’s firewall, so essentially, young
people have access to anything they want. This is not as easy for us. Of course, at the same
time, they are filled with a kind of government ideology or influence, creating conflict, or what
appears to be conflict between things they have access to from the rest of the world. But young
artists are actually enriched by these things that exist within China. In other places, young
people don't have this sort of information. Therefore, Chinese young people are able to see
things within a much wider span. This sort of breadth of thinking is very unusual.

I think Chinese young people are very thoughtful, actually. So, work by young people can be
really interesting. Their modes of thinking, which are channeled in terms of the relationship
between technology used in society and their peripheral status, is different from when we were
young, very different. Also, these young people don’t have as many burdens to carry. Another
aspect is that they have their own individual personalities. But at the same time, they lack in
terms of judgment and independence, and their influence from the West is very profound, really
very profound. All of China is deeply influenced by the West. So, the relationship between
young people today and the West isn't like the relationship my generation had with the West in
the 1980s. At that time, many of us artists were very open. We studied the West. We studied
new culture. We studied new thinking. Young people today have become more aware of the
value of Chinese culture. They want to represent Eastern thinking or attitudes that are different
from the West. But a great portion of young people cannot really do this. So while you‘re using
Eastern materials, your artistic concepts are, in fact, still extremely Western. So, young people
today are a really rich phenomenon.

ok - RMBUGMITMRBE S ER. L, HEERAMUBELRARFEHENTERLHEXMER
BEMXD BN CER WAL TF T, ATt B EENEMIIARER T ERRLH., M
BEREX M AARHRTFEHEMARFECENAREESHEIMER. RARBMAREX AR

BRI EERI A EXEFRE AT EE RSN, BEIHEE. ERMUIEZENRBEHRTUEEE,
XEFREREML AR, BAMEITEHFEHNBMH IR SH—EZMAE, FXRERLRAPR
B, HERRXTEHRMNAARTERIRARN, BEX N FREMRLLEXEFHEANTET, HHAER
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KHBERWERENFEANLE T RESIN—TBAMPFTRELRZ, MIIREMNAR, WRENT ST
MBI L E R ROBERENURIAR—F, BE—F. MARKGSXEERANREASEMES
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MXMEZMRRE ENRR EHVERTERRRBEAUEMRRE. 8- T AELHEZAAEZMERZR
o AL, EEINMHFEXEERARTREAUXR, MBIIFEHEIIN\TERBEHE, SEEITRS 2R
RIFfR, 2oIAEA, FIHHIE, FHEE, HEFREAFBEENIPEMSUEREMNE, BITERER
FHBRHENEA TR XMEE, ARENELREN—MOMREZE ZEXT. UURRNEAER
RAMBEEELHENFERIEZARSNAELAREERAN., FTUFERAET (B) REEH
Bk 8

Q: I've read the letter that you wrote to the young artist.

Vi« RERMRE—TNERZRREN—HIE,

XB: This was in the 1990s. I wrote this letter after arriving in New York.

Rk XR o0 +ERBIIHE, RIALHZEE (M) X—H{E,

Q: Right, so I'd like to ask, from the time you wrote that letter until now, have your thoughts
changed at all?

W W, FTUEBMB R T, MENEX—#HEMMMRIINEEEET R IR 2

XB: Actually, the ideas I wrote in the letter haven’t really changed much, but my own thoughts
have changed. Why? For example, when I first went to the United States, I really hoped to
integrate into American culture, to be accepted by American culture. This was my attitude at
the time. But now, when I reflect on my attitude during that time, I find it problematic. Now, I
think that completely integrating yourself into another system is wrong. If you do so, you lose
yourself. If you lose yourself by integrating into another system, you don’t exist. Integration
makes you become one of them, you know? This is definitely an issue. Only now do I really
understand that a place doesn’t need what it already has. So where do these things come from?
They come from outside of the system. For example, every person who went to New York
brought his or her own special qualities, based on family background or personality. So, you
have to see whether or not you can use art to share what you have with the art world. But you
also have to decide whether or not this place needs what you have to offer. You must give a
place what it does not already have itself. But at that time, my works emerged naturally,
reflecting the things that I carried with me. When I went to New York, I brought a lot of
artworks, but I didnt show them to anyone because I thought they were too old.

Rk HMEERSRALGHIRCIE, BRWS EECETE, g4 2 i H N & X E 8 H&
ENeFLILECRAZRENXL, #B M AES, SXREWEE, EENEREBIOEHRESER
HUBEMEN, BRI VIMMRBABT RS, RRBMEXDSERTNN, MARIEBCHRERT.
RECHEETHRTRAZNRNTER, HUTEFE. BAREERSEMIT 1 BB ? —EFNE.
HHERTREINNE, BMFERFTE—THMIT—HFHNRE. BXEEAOREMBILEN? —F
EMNEARGESEERN, LS ARALE, FhELEN AR B SRARN, XU E RBERHHK
HIEAR R EE . (ERIBMRETRRAZAIEMEX — MO RIENRALTAZARR, BRAEZRFXN/RA
ETEZXMMARTEN 2 MBILEB T ARG REEN, ER2AFH—TAEZARMUELERZBEART
AMFIEIRS LR TEL RBER, FEAAMHEERTREZARMNESR BREANEEHES
HABRNE /KRBT,
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From Left to Right: Madeline Eschenburg, Ellen Larson, Gao Minglu, Xu Bing, and Kuang Liping.

Q: What period were these works from?

5 IR TH I R 2

XB: They were prints that I made when I was at the Central Academy. These works were
exemplary of Chinese socialism. But at that time, I didn't show them to people because I
wanted them to think I was a contemporary artist, an innately contemporary artist. But in fact,
after you become a good artist and people start to pay attention to your work, they start to
become interested in your own history. (They asked) why I made this kind of work. So I showed
them these prints so they could see my history. Really, these (older works) helped me. For one,
at the time, they represented socialist works. Another aspect is that your family or background
was carried through with this Chinese cultural tradition. Both of these things were of help to me.
In other words, even though at that time I really wanted my work to be seen as international or
contemporary, in fact, the things that I carried were translated into my work. Maybe because I
am really sincere, I am able to translate the most real parts of me into my work. Even though
I thought I should get rid of all these old things, these things all helped me bring new things into
my art, or things that did not exist before. For example, my past work and my current work are
not any different conceptually, but at that time, it was unconscious or passive.

Rk MBRNANMHYRSIRE MEEEAZR, RFHENESE VRENER, BEEHITRE
IEFABBRENBRBILAGTREZARZIAR, REMARZARR, B30 LIRERMSFRRKTIREE
B ETRIRA SRR, (1) Bt o foxiisfE @, FUEBELFABTXHMLRE, St
XERABBHET . E—AASLNMFHHSE OMEMBMER, S0 -AEMRHREREMRHESR
XA REX G AMXMRRE, BXBENRALSREDE., 20 REASNBRBILBCHERFES
B b EHE SRR r LB WM ABEEME2ERMREMMIMERE, hiFRXAGZRBE RN, T
LR FEEREE Y KB ECHE S . BERTIORBIRZEIVER S EZMNRBEER L7 L EMRERNE
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Bk, REBETREZAPHEFNRE, ELRZEORE, BRERZ LEBEHMR, BTFX o K0
[ ERARA A B INFIARX AR, i, T RMHERMZARMAENZARAREH L BE LNTR
. AR ANRERINRE WM.

Q: Have your thoughts on the relationship between art and society changed in any way?

i REEWZAEHEMEXRETHRRL ?

XB: At that time, our understanding of the relationship between art and society was formed by
our Chinese education. This was the concept that art originated from life. It was something that
Chairman Mao discussed during his Yan’an talks. Actually, this language was really political, yet
really simple. Our understanding of the relationship between art and society came from this.
But, this concept was later simplified, or stylized. For example, at that time, when we were in
school “plunging into the thick of life” was emphasized. What does this mean? At that time, it
meant going to the countryside, to the border regions, factories, etc. By going to these kinds of
places, we could plunge into the thick of life, living together with our fellow countrymen. We
lived together, painted, things like that, but I later discovered that these things and what was
really the core of life during that time had no relationship to one another. So now, I myself think
that art, without a doubt, comes from our life and experiences. But the problem is that the
words we use are said without feeling, but actually, their truths still remain the truth. For
example, with my own experiences, I think that you must not separate yourself from the period
in which you live if you want to become an excellent artist. For example, for Chinese artists, you
could say that this place has a lot of ignorance, control, or is extremely politicized. But of
course, it's really a kind of special energy, continuously transmitted to artists. For example, I
have found that China produces an incredible amount of this kind of energy. From 1949 to the
Cultural Revolution, then after the Cultural Revolution to the time we left China, every period in
history actually produced huge amounts of energy. But energy is sometimes used in the wrong
way. After reform and the opening up of China, I think this energy was honed in the right ways,
allowing China to develop so rapidly. Regardless of what kind of system, this place has
developed at unprecedented levels. I have become aware that this is all the result of China’s
own capabilities, something that would not be possible in other places. So an artist is like this.
He takes the special energy from a place and transforms it into his artworks. It is only when you
understand this that you can become a rather outstanding artist. Sometimes when I will go to
Biennales to look at work, I see a lot of work that is actually kind of boring. So then why, after
creating work in the United States or around the world and then returning to China, do I think
these tastes haven’t changed? Before, artistic methods and tastes were all discussed. But at
that time, a lot of friends and curators were extremely interested in discussing these things. Of
course they held the threads to this work, but for me, these things weren’'t enough. My
acquaintance with the customs here in China has strengthened my pursuit of insightful
understanding of the relationship between art and society. I think that this is greater here than
in other places, for example, New York. I think that if I stayed in New York, my thinking wouldn't
be as strong as it is today. But, with my work Phoenix, I think that if I didn’t spend time living
in New York, I wouldn't have made this kind of work. This is an example of the relationship
between artist and the period in which he lives and works. I returned to China to serve as the
Vice President of CAFA for seven years. A lot of people say that during these seven years, 1
wasted a lot of time, but I think that (this experience) really strengthened my own thinking. My
work is different because I now understand this country. When you work within the system, you
know what this country is really like; what things propel it forward. In terms of time, each
period has its own turning point. People have their own turning points. In terms of my own
personal turning point, I think each brings its own aggregation and blossoming of new energy.

Rk BINEELZARMHSMXREIEAGEHMRATRITEPEERZEN, —TZRRTEBHOHE
o HIMRBEARMIHE ERSWMBMS. HyoxmiEunBREss, RiEs. BRI DAL RE
BUXRETRETFXNRA, TEX M RERXEERNZARAER b, i IImmAaT
& EZ2RIHRRE P SRR R AEFRALERE, HoMRALRE? ARALEFBRBELN, Fmm
L EBI, ZEBARFALEFNZSEE—HIL. £FE—FILEEMT LN, BREEERLIXDREN
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LT PEMEERX D ARRZOBERR, BIREELE M ATEFROMRIKE R X R
. ER—MHBRERXNANAR, HMRGHNEMEPRBMFIREBERALE, ItoBE Bk, B
BHAEXNRAZTR2EEN ? B0 ? EFMRETR, MAERHWERR? FUAERESWZA, &
BUBEERNZARE FEFBHLRXMN, BRHIISEH W EIRA . B4, TR LEEMNE
HEARXTER, ki RES AN, RRRCMOIZERXNNARLEREBENXRIBT A — MR
EFEZARR. EMEHEZARR, EHEXTHAMENCIRRIEENERS, FEBEL, ZREH
ERFRN—EEE, TEMEZARRMAITE. NG LHPEX TR EEREEN— T, R
M9 ELREIXE, BIXEUE, FERENEE XNME—T"MBEELHEEERWESZ, REHkEE
BHERTRAY. BRHEFBRUGEXEERCERAWMILT, FALUhERELRBLR MTEXTHE
Baty, AR HAERILREN, MAYNIRLRLRSRRN, AIFAREN, FARENIFTEELRE
XEBEPEX A HANEE, XTVEETRIWBAFELENRE, BEHZAKRE, fhatIxt
o ELFHEM, XM GEFIRGEEMRRER NI ZRMOME L, REXNREMRF R — T FN
ZARR. it HAMIHESEREREFR, FAMNMESUFERSERELARILH. BEIHLRH
Jremi =+ a1, +RFH, tENEXEREEERESBS SOME HERREE T UG BHIX IR
BAL, ARZAMFRMBKAZHEITE, BRANARSMRERALZEIGBIEITOXLERA,
LRAEF-—TMEAM—TER, AIEWERGEUBEXERAETERY . HEPEX G ERAHS0R
M2 RS ZAMXRXFBLNEE, RESLAELMMBANIARREZOLLEREALY, NRK
HEMAREANBRBARTSGHAEMX M BAMXMAE, LB EBRDS (KX BMER, HEEE
MRENNEFFEEXHAER, BXRBZIARRMFRMX R, AU AR B EEMEIRE, |
YA H, 2R EREMEE XEEXRRIVRHRENE, ER2EHERGEMNRMNEBLNET
. UBEMITARR—F, BEHVRTHEXTER. MEXTREPEMEXTIERZELMFH, RHLRE
EHDX T EREN WHED, NRANRBETR, DA AER. BRI ABET, 2GS
B-MERTHEREMZRHNEE.
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